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Abstract 

Developing a Conceptual Framework of Online Learning for Youth (OLY) 

through Grounded Theory: Young Learners’ Experiences in a Croatian 

School 

Tina Zubovic, MA 

Whilst the theoretical underpinnings, learners’ experiences, and the overall 

impact of online learning (OL) in Higher Education (HE) has been well 

documented, learners’ OL experiences in pre-tertiary education have not been 

fully explored in educational research. In particular, scant focus has been 

directed towards developing a comprehensive framework for OL in the K-12 

sector (primary and secondary school education). Due to the differences 

between K-12 and HE, the need for a conceptual framework and theory tailored 

to OL in K-12 has been identified (Picciano, 2017), but little progress has been 

made. Nevertheless, for OL practice to continue to evolve for pre-tertiary 

education, such a framework should serve as a fundamental reference point, 

providing confidence in making critical decisions pertaining to OL at these 

levels (Keegan, 1983), especially considering that in post-pandemic education, 

OL will remain part of many educational institutions. 

The research described in this thesis aims to address this gap by developing a 

holistic conceptual framework of OL for young individuals aged between 13 and 

14 years old (falling under primary education in Croatia, secondary in the 

United Kingdom). From existing themes in educational literature about OL, I 

have developed research questions that underpin the empirical research 

presented in this thesis. The purposive literature review also served to build the 

provisional framework of OL - a literature-informed and comprehensive, initial 

conceptual framework of OL for youth that was, to a point, validated in the 

empirical study. Based on in-depth interviews with 15 participants (13 and 14 

years of age) in the pilot online course created for the purpose of the study, 

following a grounded theory (hereafter GT) approach to data collection and 

analysis, I identified the relevant characteristics and dimensions of learning 
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online from the students’ experiences. During the process of theorising, I 

related the subjective conceptual understanding stemming from the analysed 

data to existing research (provisional framework). Thus, the pre-existing theory 

(analysed and summarised in my initial provisional OL framework) was used as 

a building block to support the empirical findings, forming a newly constructed 

theory - the holistic conceptual framework of Online Learning for Youth: OLY 

framework.  

Designed around an initial literature-informed framework and the empirical 

study data, the OLY framework conceptualises optimal OL experiences for 13–

14-year-old students as a process of acquiring new knowledge, skills and 

attitudes with the help of technology in one’s own time, pace, and place. OLY 

sees learning as a part of the process of becoming for a student, i.e., a 

transformation, that relates to: a) developing self-concept; b) change in 

perception; and c) behavioural change. In that way, OLY illuminates the 

educating the whole child dimension at its centre, attending to the child's 

academic, physical, cognitive, psychological, spiritual, socio-emotional, 

behavioural, ethical, creative and talent development. Further, in OL ecology, 

learning evolves synchronously and asynchronously, between autonomous 

learning and learning with others, involving appropriate human interactions 

mediated by an involved and caring teacher in an overall positive climate for 

learning. 

Additionally, OL reach and effectiveness is affected by twelve domains 

representing the factors/inputs and features of OL ecology. As a holistic 

approach to conceptualising OL for youth, OLY postulates that the complex 

interplay of all twelve OL factors must be considered to an equal extent. 

Likewise, a holistic approach appreciates the needs and experiences of the 

learners themselves, it ensures a responsive and inclusive OL experiences, 

and recognises that learning takes place within a broader context, including the 

student's family, community, and cultural background.  

As such, OLY is intended to serve as a potential roadmap for the integration of 

OL in schools, supporting upper primary and lower high school education, 
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teachers, researchers, policymakers, and course designers to better 

understand the concept and characteristics of OL at the intersection of 

students’ experiences and literature recommendations in the spirit of a 

grounded theory. It serves as a foundation for design of future online courses to 

ultimately set the standard for OL in this level of education.  

Keywords: online learning; primary and high school education; K-12 education; 

conceptual framework; grounded theory; dance education; technology; TEL; 

dance history online. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction   

1.1 Ubiquity of Online Learning and the Global Shift Triggered by COVID-

19  

The first wave of COVID-19 at the beginning of 2020 made us experience 

dramatic effects. The education sector was impacted by the pandemic as much 

as our daily lives, whole societies, and the global economy. COVID-19 created 

mass disruption of schooling as institutions closed in the spring of 2020 in the 

hope of minimising the spread of the virus. Whilst we were navigating disruption 

and the unknown, online teaching and learning became the single viable way to 

reach students, allowing instruction to continue despite school closures. Online 

teaching and learning were used on an unprecedented scale. UNESCO (2020) 

reported that one and a half billion students around the world were engaged in 

remote learning in March 2020. Nevertheless, already prior to the pandemic, 

the worldwide adoption of the Internet and technology had been impacting upon 

almost all aspects of our lives including methods for delivering education, with 

online learning (OL) steadily evolving and growing over the preceding thirty 

years (OBHE, 2018; Xie, Siau, and Nah, 2020). Unsurprisingly, in 2018, a 

substantial body of research examining worldwide status, challenges, and 

implications of online education showed that it was well on its way to becoming 

mainstream (Palvia et al., 2018). Indeed, it did; overnight and unexpectedly, as 

a valid option and antidote to the COVID-19 outbreak (UN, 2020).  

The term OL has had a plethora of meanings, therefore a definition for the 

purpose of this study is required. In the literature, it is sometimes used 

interchangeably with ‘e-learning’ and ‘web-based learning’ (Hall, 1997), and 

associated with Internet and online education, virtual education, cyber-learning, 

and asynchronous learning (Office of Sustainable Development, 2000). In the 

simplest sense, the term refers to the mediation of learning through technology 

and the Internet (Aljawarneh, 2020; Gros and García-Peñalvo, 2016). An OL 

course is defined as a type of course in which all of the instruction/materials are 

presented online and learning is accomplished on an electronic device (Allen 

and Seaman, 2011). The concept, however, continues to evolve and has 
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reached a new scale as technology has advanced. Haythornthwaite and 

Andrews (2011, p. 2) describe e-learning as flowing across physical, 

geographical, and disciplinary borders, multifaceted, daily and lifelong online 

engagement, mobile and centred on how teachers and learners use technology 

across virtual and physical spaces.    

Furthermore, the term e-learning can be observed as the transformation of 

learning practice at individual, group, institutional, and societal levels 

(Haythornthwaite et al., 2016). Therefore, the metaphor of ‘ecology’ and 

‘learning ecology’ provides a useful lens to consider e-learning (Andrews and 

Haythonthwaithe, 2011; Ellis and Goodyear, 2009). Key attributes of ecology, 

such as ‘complex’, ‘self-organised’ and ‘adaptive’, are applied to digital 

ecosystems for exchanging information and knowledge in the open Web 

(Louviere, 2012). The notion of ‘learning ecology’ refers to the activities 

occurring among learners and digital tools, concerned with the technology 

change to which users and educational institutions are subject and must 

respond to. Cope and Kalantzis (2010) capture that change and its gravity in 

their characterisation of ubiquitous learning as making sense of “the world 

around us through blogs, wikis, mash-ups, podcasts, social software, online 

worlds, open-source and open-access media, and a whole host of other current 

and emergent online practices” (p. x). 

Indeed, the global reliance on the Internet during COVID-19 suggests that 

people’s relationship with technology will keep deepening as larger segments of 

the population come to rely more on digital connections for work, health-care, 

daily commercial transactions and essential social interactions. Likewise, the 

use of information and communication technology (ICT) and the Internet has 

become increasingly important in education - from kindergartens (HITSA, 2020) 

and primary grades, to secondary schools and university programmes (Murphy, 

DePasquale and McNamara, 2003; Harrell and Bynum, 2018). Furthermore, OL 

is now ubiquitous in academic institutions where teaching was typically 

delivered in-person - such as performing arts, as is the context of this thesis, 

that were reluctant to change their traditional pedagogical approaches. Yet, 
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they too had no choice but to shift entirely to online delivery due to immediate 

challenges brought about by the pandemic. 

The focus of this research is young learners’ experiences of OL in the context 

of a performing arts programme, namely dance history education. As any other 

area of study, with the outbreak of COVID-19, the dance education sector was 

faced with the necessity to deliver courses via the Internet. 

1.2 Dance Education Moving Online 

Considering the alternative of no schooling, dance educators, many with no 

previous experience of teaching online or at a distance (Coelho and Menon, 

2020), adopted web-based delivery to sustain students’ skills development 

during the pandemic-induced lockdown. Although the experience clearly 

brought a number of challenges, both educators and students have identified 

benefits brought about with the shift to OL in the dance education sector (Pike, 

Neideck and Kelly, 2020). It has been argued that embracing technology in 

dance programmes supports diverse learning approaches and development of 

skills critical for success in the future, as well as creates opportunities that, 

among other purposes, acknowledge OL as a valuable terrain for widening the 

context of learning in dance and improving educational outcomes (Diamond 

and Willan, 2020; Weber, 2020). 

Following the increase in the number of studies exploring the influence of 

technology on student learning in HE dance departments, a number of 

educators and researchers have recognised the need to develop an interest in 

the ways the dance education sector could exploit technological affordances in 

all stages and forms of dance education (Gratsiouni et al., 2016). Huddy (2017) 

for example, advised the use of ICTs within early dance training as it promotes 

alignment between dance education experiences and dance industry trends 

and supports a smoother transition into the professional dance sector where the 

presence of technology in creation and performance already exists. More 

recently (Li, 2020; Tariao and Yang, 2021), a similar argument was made 
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supporting earlier calls to fully embrace technology and OL for different stages 

of learning in dance.  

One of the main goals of this research was to continue addressing the 

development of the ambitions for technology-enhanced learning (TEL) in dance 

in Croatian primary dance schools (ages 7 – 14 years), which was considered 

essential in the light of a new European policy report, The Digital Education 

Action Plan (2021-2027) (European Commission, 2021b), when, overnight, the 

coronavirus forced all institutions to switch to OL. 

It was previously noted that ICT resources and online study offer different ways 

and formats to extend a student’s study of dance (Risner, 2014), providing 

easier access to information, music, and footage of dance from all over the 

world, additional contact with teachers and peers, and opportunities to develop 

reflective skills, communication and ICT skills (Gratsiouni et al., 2016; Huddy, 

2017). Dance scholars also emphasised the ability of digital tools to offer a 

space for practitioners to research, document, publish, distribute and critically 

engage with digital dance materials and development; and they stressed the 

use of ICTs for collaboration and professional connections for students, 

educators, scholars and artists, regardless of the stage of career or learning 

(Weber, 2020). Furthermore, Huddy (2017) advises the utilisation of ICT within 

early dance training believing it promotes alignment between dance education 

experiences and dance industry trends, and supports a smoother transition into 

the professional dance sector where the presence of technology in creation and 

performance is well-established. 

Considering the proliferation of digital technologies in everyday life, increasing 

levels of digital interventions and interactions and the shift to digital 

collaboration, creation, production, and promotion - especially during the 

pandemic - there is a need for more research that explores the opportunities for 

dance in online environments (Birringer, 2002; Dania et al., 2011) with the 

support of a valid theoretical framework (Yi, 2018) which can identify and 

incorporate the complexities of the learning model. 
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The reviewed literature indicated a similar thrust towards understanding OL 

across the K-12 educational sector. Due to high rates of adoption, popularity, 

and perceived benefits, OL is regarded by many as “the new normal” in 

education (Dziuban et al., 2018; Hew et al., 2020; Tria, 2020; Xie et al., 2020). 

The efficacy, merits and benefits of an OL approach in optimising teaching and 

learning for K-12 students is apparent from a number of influential studies 

(Barbour, 2013; Barrot, 2020; Cavanaugh et al., 2009; DiPietro et al., 2008; 

Tallent-Runnels et al., 2006). In the United States of America (USA), for 

example, The Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 2001 - the No Child 

Left Behind Act (U.S. Department of Education, 2001), reinforced by the 

National Education Technology Plan (U.S. Department of Education, 2010), 

mandated an emphasis on technology integration in all areas of K–12 

education. Finally, as a result of Covid-19, OL for pre-tertiary education is even 

more rapidly generating interest, debate, and scholarship as the demand and 

necessity for OL increases (European Commission, 2021b). Accordingly, global 

conversations indicate a consensus that widespread digital teaching and 

learning is not just an emergency stopgap, but will have an important role in the 

future across K-12 schools (Barber et al., 2021).  

1.3 Addressing the Gap in the Literature: Research Questions and 

Contribution  

In comparison to large volumes of research from HE, relatively little research 

has been conducted to illuminate how young learners perceive OL 

environments and in what ways online modes of study assist or hinder K-12 

students in their learning (Cavanaugh, Barbour and Clark, 2009; Chen and 

Macredie, 2002; Ferdig and Kennedy, 2014; Kenney, 2011; Moore and Aspden, 

2004; Powell and Patrick, 2006). Further, not enough is known about the skill-

sets that are unique to learning online at the K-12 level (DiPietro et al., 2008). 

Moreover, Imel (2002) claims that much OL fails to live up to learner 

expectations.  

It has been argued that understanding a practice requires understanding of 

theories and principles that are assumed – sometimes implicitly – in the 
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practices (Mayes and De Freitas, 2004). Looking for theories of K-12 OL, upon 

the examination of existing literature, I encountered a dearth of useful 

resources, with all available theories coming from HE (see e.g., Anderson, 

2011; Bosch, 2017; Mayes and De Freitas, 2004). My sense was that these 

were inadequate for young learners and that more questions were raised than 

answered by these studies.  

Overall, my review confirmed previous arguments that not enough is known 

about different factors that play important roles in OL for children (Barbour, 

2017; Cavanaugh, 2013; Gedik and Goktas, 2011; Packard, 2013; Toppin and 

Toppin, 2015). Also, the reviewed frameworks/models and theories coming 

from HE fail to explicitly emphasise that OL (similarly to education in general), 

should not be just about acquiring knowledge and skills, but also about 

developing the whole person in the learning process - their intellectual, 

physical, practical, creative, social, and emotional capacities, as highlighted by 

philosophers, educational reformers, and leading proponents of holistic 

education (Dewey, 1916; Gardner, 2004; 2006; Miller, 1991; 2005; 2007; 

Montessori, 2019; Steiner, 1995). While the reviewed works acknowledge the 

importance of critical thinking, problem-solving, networking, and collaboration in 

the learning process, they do not emphasise the whole-child development, and 

overlook that the essence of learning includes transformation and identity 

development too. Thus, I recognised a gap in the literature in the form of a 

conceptual framework of OL for young learners that is pedagogically driven but 

sensitive to technological features, stakeholders, and other factors taking part in 

and impacting upon the students’ experiences for their holistic development 

(Barbour, 2019; Davies and West, 2014; Phipps and Merisotis, 1999). 

A call has been made across the sector for guidance, vision, and leadership, 

and further studies to understand the impact of this learning model on students 

in different stages of learning (Valverde-Berrocoso et al., 2020). Importantly, 

educators call for OL to be discussed with and amongst students (Ehlers, 2004; 

Gamage, Femando and Perera, 2015; Zariski and Styles, 2000), due to a belief 

that students can contribute to OL research as users, testers, informants and/or 

design partners (Druin, 2002; Ehlers, 2004). 
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The research presented in this thesis aims to address the outlined growing 

interest into understanding young students’ experiences in OL. Believing that 

the shift of practices to online environment forced through lockdown may lead 

to lasting and positive change for both K-12 dance education and K-12 

education in general, the study outlined in this thesis had the following aims: 

1) To review the relevant literature on OL and most applied OL 

theories/models/frameworks, and in the context of young people’s education, 

devise key constituents/inputs of the OL experiences towards creating an 

integrated holistic conceptual OL framework for youth; 

2) Analyse the experiences of OL in upper primary education (or lower 

secondary in British system terms), in order to understand youth experiences 

better, and embed these findings into a framework that was developed based 

on the literature and pre-existing approaches to OL. 

To address the identified gaps in knowledge, the following research questions 

(RQ) guided my inquiry and served as the focus of my analysis, discussion, and 

conclusions:  

RQ 1: What factors/inputs must be considered when designing, delivering and 

analysing an online course in the K–12 education context as per relevant 

literature, theoretical and conceptual frameworks and models of OL utilised to 

date? 

RQ 2: What are upper primary students’ needs and preferences regarding OL 

through the studied History and Appreciation of Dance (HAD) online module?  

RQ 3: What is the conceptual understanding of OL in upper primary education 

stemming from the upper primary students’ experiences in the HAD online 

module? 

 RQ 4: Based on RQ 1, RQ 2 and RQ 3 - How can online learning experiences 

of upper primary or lower high school age students (13-14 years) be 

conceptualised and integrated into a holistic framework of OL for youth (OLY)? 
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To research this learning model which lacks a theoretical foundation, the 

constructivist grounded theory (CGT) developed by Kathy Charmaz (2006) was 

selected as a suitable methodological approach for the study. Charmaz defines 

GT as “a method of conducting qualitative research that focuses on creating 

conceptual frameworks or theories through building inductive analysis from the 

data” (2006, p. 187). For Koro-Ljungberg, Yendol-Hoppey, Smith, and Hayes 

(2009), working within a social constructionist perspective is “a view of 

knowledge as being generated from groups of participants; having multifaceted, 

participatory roles, and conducting research that aims to “negotiate and 

transform the practice” (p. 690). Accordingly, CGT methodology was seen as 

appropriate for uncovering meanings and processes inherent to the area of 

inquiry that incorporates the complexity of learning powered by technology, 

whilst allowing future readers to engage and connect with the research 

participants as well as gain insight into their experiences (Bryant and Charmaz, 

2007; Guba and Lincoln, 2005).  

This study utilised qualitative methods, semi-structured interviews, to 

investigate students’ experiences. For the purpose of investigation, I created 

History and Appreciation of Dance (HAD), a pilot online course for upper 

primary students of a state dance school in Croatia, where I was invited as both 

the course developer and guest teacher. I was also a researcher in this study, 

thus, an insider researcher conducting a GT study which I will comment on in 

Chapter 3. The collection of data was interwoven with data analysis (Birks and 

Mills, 2015; Glaser and Strauss, 1967). After the initial coding of data, based on 

the preliminary concepts and categories, I returned to the participants for further 

interviews using theoretical sampling that ensured further discussion of the 

constructs being already studied and data saturation (Birks and Mills, 2015). 

The theoretical sampling is considered one of the essential GT methods along 

with the concurrent data collection and constant comparative analysis, writing of 

memos, theoretical coding, and theoretical saturation (Birks and Mills, 2015).  

In this study, GT has proven a useful methodology in developing appropriately 

abstract, context-specific, process orientated constructs seeking to 

conceptualise OL phenomena (Palmer, 2019; Urquhart, 2010). 
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I present next the background of the study, to illuminate the research landscape 

and the specific context in which this study was situated. This exploration will 

lay the foundation for discussion of the recognised need to gain a more 

comprehensive conceptual insight into OL.  

1.4 Background and Study Context   

Educators have moved to a point where digital technology integrates with and 

underpins their lives and the work they do. Choreographer Carol Brown echoes 

this perspective when she states that “our habitat is technological as much as 

geographical; we live in a digital infrastructure as much as a physical one” 

(2006, p.87). Today’s primary school children are “growing up digital” (Tapscott, 

1998), immersed from a young age (Burnett et al., 2016). They use ICT to 

socialise and, to some degree, has been aiding their study since their first 

Google search (Brown, 2001). They are demanding of technology (Corbett and 

Spinello, 2020). 

Reflecting student profiles and dynamic changes occurring in society resulting 

from the rapid spread of technology, learning environments seek to evolve by 

integrating digital tools and technology-based pedagogies. Accordingly, already 

before the pandemic, governmental guidelines advocated the expansion of 

technology in schools including learning online, with the aim of improving 

educational practices across different subjects in primary education (hereafter 

PE) (European Commission, 2016; MSES, 2010).  

The European Commission advocated the use of online and distance education 

since the 1990s (Kumar at al., 2017). Considering the compelling evidence 

about the advantages and utility of TEL for young learners (UNESCO, 2002; 

2004a; 2004b; 2005), over the past 15 years there was an increasing pressure 

from policy-makers to utilise OL in addition to face-to-face instruction (Picciano 

and Seaman, 2009; US Department of Education, 2017; Zagami et al., 2018) in 

different countries, including Croatia (MSES, 2014). 

In my efforts to respond to the use of ICTs as ‘the new normal’ in education, for 

the purpose of a) enhancing learning and teaching, b) to address the 
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governmental policy requirements for realising the potential of technology in 

education in Croatia (MSES, 2010), and c) address the call from dance sector 

for a greater focus on Technology-Enhanced Learning (TEL) in the context of 

K-12 dance education (Dania et al., 2011; Risner, 2010), I kept exploring and 

evaluating how and if TEL is making a positive difference for students during 

my previous ten years of working as a teacher and e-learning development co-

ordinator at the state-run primary (7-14 years) dance school “Vezica”.  

In Croatia (the context of this research), children enrol in public schools at the 

age of seven years and spend 8 years at elementary level. Dance school in 

Rijeka, a city in the coastal region of Croatia, operates as part of the regular 

public primary school “Vezica” - the first iSchool in the country that implemented 

iPads in all grades and subjects. Following Vezica’s example, I firstly initiated 

extra-curricular iPad Lab sessions and implemented virtual learning platform 

Edmodo to engage students in out-of-classroom dance-related experiences. 

Next, students learned how to create e-portfolios using the school’s iPads and 

Evernote application. I also incorporated video-review as an additional, visual 

feedback component to supplement verbal feedback and instruction in lessons, 

advancing my formative assessment practices as a useful method for 

performance analysis and self-evaluation. Finally, I trialled flipped learning to 

explore how it impacts learning outcomes. Students’ experiences of all these 

TEL scenarios was very positive; it improved their learning and narrowed the 

gap between their extensive out-of-school ICT use and its limited use for 

learning in dance.  

The motivation for the next initiative – the implementation of the History and 

Appreciation of Dance (HAD) online course segment- came from the school’s 

decision to address the European guidelines (European Commission, 2021a; 

2021b) that came during the COVID-19 pandemic and the unprecedented scale 

of OL adoption across all levels of schooling. Equally so, beyond the necessity 

to respond to challenges resulting from the pandemic, and address the 

European recommendations for implementing online and blended learning in K-

12 (European Commission, 2021b), Vezica was determined to fulfil the national 

ambitions for the development of TEL in Croatia, as previously mentioned.  
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In 2010, The Croatian National Curriculum Framework for Pre-school Education 

and General Compulsory and Secondary Education document, designed as a 

basis for the restructuring of syllabi and subject curricula for all pre-tertiary 

education, listed digital competence amongst key competences for lifelong 

learning, and the status of ICT has been changed into an interdisciplinary 

theme (MSES, 2010). However, the policy was not acted upon in practice; thus, 

the background of this research is set in the framework of a continuation of the 

TEL initiatives I designed whilst previously working at the school, and the 

school’s dedication to continue addressing the ambitions for development of 

TEL in Croatian schools. 

To address the gap between a desired and actual curriculum, i.e., policy and 

provision, and seeing how the COVID-19 crisis had forced schools to react to 

the challenges that erupted in 2020, as a guest expert, I created and 

implemented a segment/section of the online HAD course for upper primary 

students at “Vezica”. Additional argument for delivering HAD as an online 

course was grounded in a belief that OL is a good option when learners have 

limited daily time to devote to learning (FAO, 2011). It was hoped that delivering 

the course online and enabling convenience and flexibility of home-based 

learning, might be helpful for the students balancing two schools – their dance 

school and compulsory/regular school. Finally, ensuring that the students 

experienced course content in interactive ways, another goal was to afford the 

students with the opportunities to take the HAD in ways that speak directly to 

their youth culture - using technology and the Internet for an interactive and 

multimodal learning experience, leveraging technology to create learning 

experiences that mirror students’ daily lives and the reality of their futures. 

Recognising that technology can help students engage actively as learners 

(U.S. Department of Education, 2010), it was hoped that online study would not 

only add value by becoming a useful means for progress in subject-specific 

knowledge, but also become a means of their development of transferable, 

problem solving, self-regulation, and digital skills, in addition to an opportunity 

for cognitive, procedural, and interpersonal skills development. 
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1.4.1 Summary 

I have embarked on this study against the previously outlined key drivers. As 

previously discussed, although OL in K-12 schools is growing significantly 

(Barbour, 2013; Barbour and Harrison, 2016; Picciano and Seaman, 2009; 

Picciano, Seaman and Allen, 2010; US Department of Education, 2017), the 

availability of theory to help guide this growth is lacking (Barbour, 2019). 

Accordingly, my research objective was to create a holistic conceptual 

framework of OL for upper primary education that is pedagogically-led and 

learner-centred, serving as a general guide to decision-making when creating, 

delivering and evaluating OL for a whole-child education and development.  

1.5 Thesis Structure    

Following this introductory chapter, the thesis is presented in five further 

chapters. First, an extensive review of the literature is conducted in Chapter 2. 

Chapter 2 specifies the context for this thesis by exploring characteristics of OL, 

the emergent central position of OL in education due to Covid-19, the 

advantages and challenges faced by students as online learners and factors 

that influence its success that are in turn of interest to OL users. Chapter 2 also 

reviews the OL models/frameworks that conceptualise the characteristics and 

meaning attached to learning online and discusses the gaps in knowledge. 

Further, learning theories and various schools of learning focused on what we 

know from research about children’s learning and development were discussed 

alongside the OL models and frameworks. Importantly, these insights have 

implications for teaching and learning online as well as course development 

and implementation. Next, the chapter outlines specific gaps that I identified 

upon studying the reviewed literature and the chosen existing frameworks and 

models of OL. Lastly, from the existing models/frameworks and theoretical 

perspectives reviewed in Chapter 2, I have created the provisional conceptual 

framework of OL. It identified critical factors related to positive student 

outcomes and effective OL experiences, prior to investigating OL and its 

features/inputs from students’ narratives, as explored in the next Chapter. The 

created nine domains in the initial framework not only provided a guide for the 
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interview questions for the empirical study, but also - as later became apparent 

- corroborated the relevance of the themes identified in the interviews. 

Chapter 3 outlines key methodological choices; it justifies the constructivist 

approach to GT as the research methodology used in this study and the 

ontological and epistemological assumptions which underpin it. It also presents 

the study data collection and analysis. By investigating students’ perspectives 

on key elements of effective and successful OL, the study illuminated students’ 

needs that have to be satisfied to be successful online learners. In addition to 

detailing the method of data collection – semi-structured interviews- Chapter 3 

provides an overview of the participants and setting, and briefly outlines design 

of the HAD course created for the purpose of the investigation.  

Chapter 4 – Results, provides an overview of the findings obtained from the 

data analysis and development of the holistic subjective conceptual framework. 

Findings are presented as categories that link the evidence to the conclusions, 

and are supplemented by excerpts from the data (participants’ quotations) and 

maps that support to the visualisation of the data. Chapter 4 ends with the 

revision of the initial framework by adding the findings of the empirical data 

analysis (subjective framework), resulting in the presentation of the Online 

Learning for Youth, OLY framework, and its dimensions. 

Chapter 5 – Discussion and Conclusions, draws together and elaborates the 

findings of the research discussing them in relation to the research questions 

and the literature. In particular, this chapter underscores the importance of a 

‘whole child’ approach to OL and ‘learning as becoming' in addition to 

discussing the other overarching study themes. This chapter goes on to 

highlight the benefits of utilising this framework to provide a lens through which 

to approach online course design, delivery, and evaluation. It finally brings this 

thesis to a conclusion by discussing the contribution of this work to existing 

knowledge and making clear the implications of findings to K-12 education and 

other relevant stakeholders. Concluding remarks account for the limitations of 

the research and recommendations for further study before outlining the study’s 

contributions to knowledge.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review – Online Learning and Theories, 

Frameworks and Models of Online Learning 

2.1 A Grounded Theory Approach to Literature Review     

The role, place and timing of a literature review for a Grounded Theory (GT) 

inquiry is often debated in the methodology literature (Dunne, 2011). Classical 

grounded theorists advised against engagement with existing literature prior to 

commencing data collection (Glaser and Holton, 2004), the strongest phrasing 

being the advice to “at first, literally ignore the literature of theory and fact on 

the area under study” (Glaser and Strauss, 1967/2010, p. 37). Nevertheless, in 

line with Conlon, Carney, Timonen, and Scharf (2015) and Foley and Timonen 

(2015), and agreeing with Charmaz (2014) that the idea of the researcher as a 

blank slate is no longer a realistic proposition, I recognised the necessity of 

engaging with extant literature prior to data collection in order to identify the 

area of focus and to justify the research questions. Thus, the position adopted 

for the literature review in this study is that of a context-setting, orientating 

review (Bryant and Charmaz, 2007). This approach is now widely described in 

GT research with the proviso that, while informed by contextual literature, the 

researcher remains open to her data in due course (Timonen, Foley and 

Conlon, 2018).  

The contextual background presented as follows, was conducted combining a 

traditional database search with searching for qualitative and more informal 

approaches to literature and wider resource browsing (Booth, 2008; 

Greenhalgh and Peacock, 2005). This has included snowball methods, such as 

pursuing references of references and electronic citation tracking. In common 

with the experiences of Greenhalgh and Peacock (2005), some useful 

resources came to light, while surprisingly, Google Scholar alerts have proved 

more productive than traditional database and journal alerts - a phenomenon 

acknowledged by Grayson and Gomersall (2003). This combination of 

approaches is similar to that of a scoping review (Davis, Drey and Gould, 2009) 

in that it provides a sufficient contextual overview of the breadth of the 

literature, involving the synthesis and analysis of a wide range of research and 
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non-research material to provide greater conceptual clarity about the topic and 

field of evidence (Davis et al., 2009). The objective of this scoping review was 

to capture a comprehensive view of the assortment of Online Learning (OL) 

research, as well as the peer-reviewed practical and commentary writing on the 

use of OL in both HE and K–12 education. This was done to place the study in 

context and inform me of what has been done in the field, and included an 

overview of existing theories and frameworks of OL. The last section explores 

the implications of learning theories on OL. 

2.2 Educational Research about OL 

2.2.1 The Effectiveness and Benefits of OL  

Having introduced the concept of OL in Chapter 1 (see section 1.1), I continue 

reviewing the literature on OL in this section. OL has steadily evolved over the 

last thirty years (OBHE, 2018). Looking at it globally, OL has become a critical 

part of most institutions’ long-term strategy and marked a before-and-after point 

in education (Allen and Seaman, 2016; Kentnor, 2015). The meta-analysis of 

the literature from 1996 to 2008 by Means et al. (2009) who identified more 

than a thousand studies of OL, found that, on average, students’ learning online 

showed better results than those in traditional classes. It has been repeatedly 

argued that OL enriches traditional education and has many advantages (Cope 

and Kalantzis, 2017; Erickson and Siau, 2003; Makarem, 2015). These 

advantages include convenience and more flexible choices of learning that are 

not constrained by time and place; accessibility of course and expanded 

resources anytime and anywhere (Ally, 2004; Chizmar and Walbert, 1999; 

Kerka, 1996; Poole, 2000); availability of a variety of course and degree-

granting programme offerings from around the world; equity in accessibility; 

greater innovation; and more efficiency associated with teaching and instruction 

(Cope and Kalantzis, 2013; Xie et al., 2020). OL can utilise teaching styles and 

methods adapted to students’ needs, a variety of open-source OL tools, and the 

knowledge capital of a community of learners to enhance education by 

maximising both resources and productivity and, as was proven, can continue 

without disruption even during a pandemic (Xie et al., 2020). 
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In its various modes, OL is also used to facilitate differentiated instruction, 

increase opportunities for practice, and accelerate student learning when it is 

used to scale up access to quality content (Ganimian, Vegas, and Hess, 2020). 

Further, studies demonstrated that OL allows students access to coursework 

and potentially high-quality teaching that they may lack in their local institution 

(Hart et al., 2019); that is effective in supporting interaction among learners, 

educators, and content, learner engagement, active and collaborative learning 

and learning efficiency (Ganimian et al., 2020; Girlando and Eduljee,  2016; 

Hung, Chou, Chen and Own, 2010; Levi et al. 2016); diverse learning 

approaches (Greener, 2007) and multiple forms of intelligence (Brown, 2001). 

Among other purposes, OL is used to increase student technological skills 

(Popovich and Neel, 2005).  

Additionally, ICT and the Internet are educationally appealing to teachers for 

reasons such as the multimedia presentation of content, their search capacity 

and their interactivity which have vast educational potential (Alsoudi and 

Adaieleh, 2005). Another benefit is that OL lets participants study at their own 

pace (Berge and Clark, 2005; Tallent-Runnels et al., 2006) and autonomously 

search for meaning within their courses (Blake, 2013). It has been argued, 

therefore, that such a learning environment becomes increasingly student-

centred and develops students’ self-sufficiency and agency - skills that could 

also be desirable in the workplace (Roberge and Gagnon, 2014).  

Learning materials that were formerly unavailable (e.g., interactive quizzes and 

educational games) are common features of OL and have shown that they can 

positively impact the effectiveness of web-based learning (NCIHE, 1997). 

Beyond this, if teachers are ‘doing it right’, then OL can support community 

building and accommodate student interaction even more successfully than 

face-to-face classes (ICAO, 2019). Providing the opportunity for students to 

engage in tasks that promote collaboration may also bring the benefits of the 

social nature of learning to the experience of studying online and development 

of social capital (Shen et al., 2006).  
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In systematic literature reviews of trends in educational research about OL, 

different authors argue that factors influencing OL should be the object of study 

in the research on OL (Al-Fraihat, Joy and Sinclair, 2020; Valverde-Berrocoso 

et al., 2020). Thus, evidenced benefits of ICT use and the rise in learning 

outcomes for students engaged in OL should be viewed as resulting from a 

complex interaction of factors that contribute to a learning context (Osborne, 

2014). In other words, the actualisation of potential affordances of OL can be 

understood only with reference to different contextual factors that act to 

promote or constrain them (Means et al., 2009). 

Importantly, research suggests that a critical OL success factor is the teacher 

(Volery and Lord, 2000) and teacher competencies/readiness required for 

effective online teaching (Oomen-Early and Murphy, 2009). Teachers’ 

competencies such as communication and administrative skills, technological 

competence, provision of support and informative feedback; promoting learners’ 

internal motivation (Easton, 2003; Gilbert, 2015; Goodyear et al., 2001; Harris, 

Mishra and Koehler, 2009; Mishra and Koehler, 2006; Oncu and Cakir, 2011; 

Oomen-Early and Murphy, 2009), and their role in establishing social presence, 

designing effective instruction, communicating with learners, facilitating 

learning, and being involved and present in the course, influence the 

effectiveness of OL and consequently learners’ course perception, satisfaction, 

and impression of ease of use and usefulness toward the mode of programme 

delivery (Borup, Graham and Velasquez, 2011; Borup at al., 2014; Darabi et al., 

2006; Shen et al., 2006; Valverde-Berrocoso et al., 2020).  

As previously demonstrated, however, successfully developed and delivered 

OL environments should take into account a number of different 

elements/factors that lead to effective learning experiences for students, 

positive learning outcomes (Lei, 2010; McPhee and Söderström, 2012), and 

increased student satisfaction (Palmer, 2012). Nevertheless, it is important to 

note that online study may not be suitable for everybody and some elements 

may hinder student success in online courses, which is explored in the 

subsequent section.  



 

18 

2.2.2 Barriers Students Encounter during OL   

OL is not for everyone. To be successful in online courses, a learner needs to 

have basic technical skills and access to the minimum technological 

requirements specified by the program (Xie, Siau and Nah, 2020). Those skills 

include the ability to create online platform accounts, install the necessary 

software/programs, download and upload documents, navigate the Internet, 

use word processing software, and utilise Internet search engines. The 

minimum technological requirements typically include a computer or laptop, 

access to high-speed Internet, and professional software applications such as 

the Microsoft Office suite. Also, learners need to be self-motivated and driven to 

be successful (Xie, Siau and Nah, 2020). OL requires discipline, independence, 

persistence, intrinsic motivation, responsibility, and a certain level of maturity 

(Xie, Siau and Nah, 2020). Furthermore, the Internet gives access to vast 

amounts of information, therefore, help and support in how to navigate the Web 

should be provided (Pacheco, 2005). Finally, students need access to a 

learning environment that is free from distractions (Xie, Siau and Nah, 2020). 

Research suggests a number of factors pose challenges for OL, with the main 

barriers relating to:  

1. Student characteristics (Ali, Uppal and Gulliver, 2018; Andersson and 

Grönlund, 2009; Berenson, Boyles, and Weaver, 2008; Reynolds, Becker and 

Fleming, 2013; Schrum and Hong, 2002);  

2. Teacher characteristics (Ali, Uppal and Gulliver, 2018; Andersson and 

Grönlund, 2009; Manson, 2000; Roddy et al., 2017; Russo et al., 1999; Sang, 

Valcke, van Braak and Tondeur, 2009; Xie, Siau and Nah, 2020); 

3. Technology factors (Ali, Uppal and Gulliver, 2018; Andersson and Grönlund, 

2009; Prakasam, 2013; Qureshi et al., 2012); 

4. Course related issues (Berenson, Boyles, and Weaver, 2008; Li, Marsh and 

Rienties, 2016; Manson, 2000; Roddy et al., 2017; Russo et al., 1999; Sang et 

al., 2009; Xie, Siau and Nah, 2020); and 
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5. Other Conditions (as unique barriers that support multiple categories, e.g., 

administrative support) (Ali, Uppal and Gulliver, 2018; Mahanta and Ahmed, 

2012). 

With the COVID-19 outbreak, social media was filled with anecdotes of 

frustrations with OL. The digital shift was sudden, so for example, teaching 

timetables were rejigged in such a way that material that could be taught online 

came first; assessments changed giving more weight to weekly assignments 

than to final examinations which some institutions struggled to hold online (Lau, 

Yang and Dasgupta, 2020). For some disciplines, practical applications of 

knowledge learned - such as laboratory-based classes in medicine, fieldwork in 

archaeology, rehearsals and partner work in performing arts, were postponed 

until the end of modules, hoping that the campus and schools would have 

reopened (Xie, Siau and Nah, 2020). Further, the findings of Suryaman et al. 

(2020) and Kapasia et al. (2020) showed that students faced many obstacles in 

their home learning environment, such as a lack of mastery of technology, high 

Internet cost, and limited interaction/socialisation among students. The students 

themselves reported anxiety, depression, poor Internet service, and an 

unfavourable home learning environment, challenges that were further 

aggravated when students were from remote areas (Xie, Siau and Nah, 2020). 

Frustration and negative emotions can in turn lead to poor academic success 

and a decrease of motivation and persistence (Kauffman, 2015; Moras, 2001).  

A number of studies examined the impact of OL on students’ mental health and 

coping mechanisms during the pandemic. Copeland et al. (2021) reported that 

OL adversely affected college students’ behavioural and emotional functioning, 

particularly attention and externalising problems (i.e., mood and wellness 

behaviour), which were caused by isolation, economic/health effects, and 

uncertainties. In Fawaz et al.’s (2021) study, students raised concerns about 

learning and evaluation methods, overwhelming task load, technical difficulties, 

and confinement. Khalil et al. (2020) also reported technical (Internet 

connectivity and poor utility of tools), methodological (content delivery), and 

behavioural (individual personality) challenges of OL experienced by students 

in a medical school in Saudi Arabia. Their findings highlighted the failure of the 
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OL environment to address the needs of courses that require hands-on practice 

despite efforts to adopt virtual laboratories. A parallel study of Ghanaian 

students’ OL experiences during the pandemic indicated that Ghanaian 

students considered OL ineffective due to a lack of social interaction among 

students, poor communication, lack of ICT resources, and poor learning 

outcomes (Adarkwah, 2021). Similarly, the results by Singh et al. (2020) 

demonstrated that half of the students believed that the traditional classroom 

setting was more effective than OL. 

Contrary to the studies that report students’ OL challenges during the 

pandemic, Gonzalez et al. (2020) reported that the OL of students in HE during 

the pandemic had significant positive effects on their performance. They 

attributed these results to students’ continuous use of appropriate learning 

strategies which, in turn, improved their learning efficiency. Some positive 

experiences were revealed by Khalil et al. (2020) too, who qualitatively explored 

the efficacy of synchronised OL in a medical school in Saudi Arabia. The results 

indicated that students generally perceived synchronous OL positively, 

particularly in terms of time management and efficacy. Similarly, participants in 

a study by Singh et al. (2020) appreciated the use of OL during the pandemic. 

Thus, whilst the suspension of face-to-face instruction in schools during the 

pandemic has led to concerns about consequences for students’ learning, 

perceptions have been mixed, and not only in studies reporting challenges with 

OL during the COVID-19 outbreak, but from those prior to the pandemic too. 

Despite the previously described drawbacks, studies are consistently 

evidencing both challenges and perceived benefits of OL. This is supported by 

earlier findings by Nguyen (2015) who examined the meta-analyses on the 

effectiveness of OL to conclude that, taken as a whole, there is robust evidence 

to suggest OL is generally at least as effective as the traditional format. 

Relatedly, a recent systematic review of studies in the field of ICT in education 

from 2009–2018 by Ganimian, Vegas and Hess (2020), indicates that TEL can 

positively affect instruction and improve student learning in a myriad of ways.   
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2.3 Online Learning in Schools (Primary and Secondary) 

With the Internet, smartphones, laptops, tablets, multimedia, and computer 

games as a key and intuitive component of students’ day-by-day activities, it 

has been argued that the majority of young students in classrooms today await 

to use ICT in education (Frand, 2000; Oblinger 2003, Papp, 2010). They crave 

stimulation and to explore online environments through active discovery, and 

have developed a trial-and-error style of experiential learning that has its roots 

in computer gaming wherein the fastest way to learn (i.e., master the game) is 

to fail and try again (Arhin and Johnson-Mallard 2003, Frand, 2000; Matulich, 

Papp and Haytko, 2008). In a way, technology is already so well integrated into 

general instruction in the form of a research tool that students use to teach 

themselves, that it has disappeared into the background (Donahue-Wallace, La 

Follette and Pappas, 2009). As a result, these young learners respond well to 

any-time-any-place learning and learning environments in which they ‘stay 

connected’ (Frand, 2000), participate in dynamic, interactive courses, 

collaborate, receive real-time feedback, and control the pace and depth of their 

learning (Arhin and Johnson-Mallard, 2003; Frand, 2000; Papp, 2010). 

Accordingly, it has been argued that OL is an essential part of children’s 

‘multimodal lifeworld’ and that should be contextualised and capitalised to 

support children to develop agentic multimodal practices (Hayes and 

Whitebread, 2006; O’Hara, 2004). 

OL rapidly expanded in the past decade reaching millions of young learners at 

an unprecedented speed (Ambient Insights, 2011; National Centre for 

Education Statistics, 2018; Nelson, 2016). More and more online programmes 

have been developed and delivered to support children living in remote areas 

and learners with disabilities, providing learning flexibility (Smith et al., 2016; 

Zalaznick, 2019). The review of relevant literature stemming from the field of 

TEL in K-12 education shows that the benefits of OL for young students have 

long been acknowledged by the education community (Barbour, 2013; Barrot, 

2020; Burnett et al., 2016; Cavanaugh et al., 2009; DiPietro et al., 2008; 

Tallent-Runnels et al., 2006). The positive aspects include: 
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• expanding educational access; 

• providing high-quality learning opportunities; 

• improving student outcomes and skills; 

• technology-enabled assessment; 

• providing opportunities to personalise instruction; 

• higher levels of motivation; 

• allowing for educational choice, collaborative learning, reasoning, and 

problem-solving activities; and 

• administrative efficiency (Baker, Bouras, Hartwig and McNair, 2005; Berge 

and Clark, 2005; Clements and Sarama, 2003; Davies and West, 2014; 

Freedman, Darrow, Watson, and Lorenzo, 2002; Keeler, 2003; Kellogg and 

Politoski, 2002; Russo 2001; Thomas, 2008; 2009; Vail, 2001; Yelland, 2006; 

Zucker, 2005). 

The importance, efficacy and usefulness of ICT and OL in primary education 

have been also reflected in many cross-national and national comparative 

research studies. Some examples include Computers in Education (COMPED, 

1989-1992), Second Information Technology in Education Study (Carstens and 

Pelgrum, 2009), Study of the Impact of Technology in Primary School 

(Balanskat, 2007), the Virtual schools and colleges project Volume 1 and 2  by 

the European Commission, representing one of the largest international efforts 

to explore K-12 OL (Bacsich et al., 2011; 2012), and the more recent 

International Computer and Information Literacy Study (Fraillon et al., 2014; 

2019).  

An additional important data set about technology use in the classroom, for 

homework, and more broadly, is that from the Programme for International 

Student Assessment (PISA) (Schleicher, 2019). Every three years, PISA tests 

15-year-olds around the world on mathematics, reading, and science and 
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includes an optional student survey on ICT. Whilst the PISA survey shows that 

most students use computers and the Internet regularly for a variety of 

purposes including for learning and communication, it highlights the importance 

of bolstering students’ ability to navigate through digital texts. In 2018, more 

than 340,000 students in 51 countries took the PISA ICT survey. One of the key 

findings (OECD, 2020) was that students who reported using computers for 

schoolwork at least once a week scored higher in financial literacy than 

students who reported using computers less frequently. Notably, the finding that 

students who use technology for learning tend to perform better academically is 

based on PISA data from various years. For example, the PISA 2015 report, 

Students, Computers and Learning (Peña-López, 2015), found that students 

who use computers frequently at school for educational purposes scored higher 

in reading, mathematics, and science, even after accounting for socio-economic 

status and other factors.  

Five key findings from the 2019 PISA results (Schleicher, 2019) suggest 

potential links between technology and student outcomes: 

1. The type of device matters  

2. Geography matters - technology is associated with higher student outcomes 

in the United States than in other regions 

3. Who is using the technology matters - technology in the hands of teachers is 

associated with higher scores than technology in the hands of students 

4. Intensity matters  

5. A school system’s current performance level matters (Schleicher, 2019). 

Thus, it can be concluded that the effectiveness of OL is complex and context-

dependent, and there is no one-size-fits-all answer.  

In addition to examining how education systems and schools are integrating 

ICT into students’ learning experiences (Peña-López, 2015), in recent years 
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research regarding the use of technologies in children’s lives and learning 

includes thinking through: 

• the pedagogies that enable learning with technological devices (Fleer, 2017, 

2018); 

• comparisons between technology use at home versus schools (Edwards et 

al., 2017; Gillen and Kucirkova, 2018; Henderson, 2011); 

• digital play and how it is implemented (Arnott, 2016; Bird and Edwards, 2015; 

Danby, Evaldsson, Melander, and Aarsand, 2018; Hatzigianni, Gregoriadis, 

Karagiorgou, and Chatzigeorgiadou, 2018; Marsh et al., 2018);  

• virtual schools and the changing nature of literacy in the 21st century to 

incorporate multiliteracies (Flewitt, Messer and Kucirkova, 2015; Harrison and 

McTavish, 2018; Sefton-Green, Marsh, Erstad and Flewitt, 2016; Selwyn, 2012; 

Yelland and Gilbert, 2018). 

• safety and privacy rights of users, and the potential ‘datafication’ of childhood 

(Lupton and Williamson, 2017; Mascheroni, 2020; Mascheroni and Holloway, 

2019). 

A general agreement is, however, that several themes have been dominant in 

the research conducted on K-12 OL to date. Rice (2006) described the 

research into K-12 OL as either being comparisons of student performance 

between those enrolled in online and face-to-face environments, or 

examinations of the qualities and characteristics of the OL experiences, with the 

comparative research being the dominant of the two groups. Similarly, 

Cavanaugh et al. (2009) indicated that the research into K-12 OL fell into two 

categories: effectiveness and issues related to student readiness and retention, 

with the majority of the research focusing on the effectiveness category.  

The results of studies comparing K-12 students’ experiences in OL 

environments versus traditional classrooms have been inconsistent, as 

illustrated in Table 2.1 on the following page. 
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Table 2.1: Summary of Research Related to the Effectiveness of K-12 OL 

Similarly, Means et al.’s (2010) systematic search of the research literature 

from 1994 through 2006, and Watson’s (2007) report, A National Primer on K12 

Online Learning, support the mixed findings of the outlined comparison as well 

as the findings of a meta-analysis by Cavanaugh et al. (2004), evidencing no 

significant difference in outcomes between virtual and face-to-face schools.  

The reasons for these mixed findings are complex and multifaceted. Arguably, 

as Rice (2006) noted, “the effectiveness of distance education appears to have 

more to do with who is teaching, who is learning, and how that learning is 

accomplished, and less to do with the medium” (p. 440). It seems, thus, it is the 

differences in how K-12 OL is designed, delivered, and supported, whether 

teachers and students are optimally utilising the tools afforded to them, along 

with the characteristics of the individual student and teacher that account for 
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whether the online students perform at comparable levels to traditional 

classroom students (Barbour, 2019; Cavanaugh 2013; Kerr, 2011). 

Nevertheless, despite the growing demand for more flexible options of access 

to education and the increased use of technologies, young students’ 

experiences are not all positive, and the negative connotation of K-12 OL is still 

very real (Benard et al., 2004).  

The use of digital technologies to learn online in early years has been debated 

among scholars, educators, and policymakers in the past decades (Aubrey and 

Dahl, 2008; Elkind, 1998; Plowman et al., 2012). Notably, some scholars (e.g., 

Brady and Hill, 1984; Elkind, 2007; House, 2012) have insisted that children 

should not be exposed to OL because the latter cannot prepare children to be 

socially and emotionally ready for school (Edwards et al., 2012; Zalaznick, 

2019), negatively impacting their health and growth. Other researchers have 

expressed their concerns about OL (e.g., Jiang and Monk, 2015; Hill et al., 

2016), highlighting that the main difficulties are in creating an OL community 

with a high degree of social presence and engagement (Chen, 2010; O’Doherty 

et al., 2018). In addition, some scholars are concerned about isolation and 

delayed or insubstantial feedback (Khurana, 2016). Indeed, in a study by 

Bernard et al. (2004), learners themselves stated they felt a distance from other 

students and that they miss classroom interactions with an instructor and 

classmates. 

More recently, in light of the adoption of OL in a situation of global emergency, 

the most widely discussed challenge by experts was that socially 

disadvantaged groups face difficulties in meeting the basic conditions required 

by OL (Eyles, Gibbons and Montebruno, 2020). The report by Cachia et al. 

(2021) for the Joint Research Centre (JRC) for the EU Commission issued 

upon the COVID-19 crisis, outlined different challenges and perceptions of 

remote schooling across Europe. Most children interviewed said they enjoyed 

using digital technologies but were critical of the way they were used for remote 

schooling. Children thought learning online was less engaging than face-to-face 

instruction and found themselves bored during schooling. When children were 



 

27 

motivated to learn and had a supportive environment, they found various ways 

to self-teach themselves; however, most students wanted to go back to school 

to face-to-face learning and playing. Parents faced the challenge of becoming 

more involved in their children’s school tasks whilst balancing family needs and 

work life, raising concerns about children’s physical and mental health and 

digital tiredness during this period (Cachia et al., 2021).  

Recently, however, Arnott and Yelland (2020) suggested shifting this argument 

away from moral panic, reconceptualising digital technologies like social, 

cultural, and personal artefacts that inhabit the contemporary child's lifeworld 

and contribute to their learning ecologies, and moving beyond the why towards 

the how technologies can be beneficial and skilfully integrated. Similarly, 

Watson et al. (2012) suggest shifting the question from “Does OL work?” to 

“Under what conditions does it work?”. 

As K-12 OL has continued to mature and evolve, the best practice standards 

that include aspects of course design have also been released (iNACOL, 

2011a; Quality Matters, 2014). The first Quality Matters (QM) rubric was formed 

in 2004 with QM gradually becoming an entire process for online course review 

(Shattuck, 2007). The current rubric utilises eight general standards (i.e., 

course overview and introduction, learning objectives, assessment and 

measurement, instructional materials, learner interaction and engagement, 

course technology, learner support, and accessibility), while the programme 

offers to train staff for peer reviews, course design, etc. (MarylandOnline, 

2013). Thus, although the research about K-12 OL characteristics and online 

course design has been limited (Barbour, 2013; Barbour and Adelstein, 2013), 

the iNACOL (2011a) standards represent an easy, publicly available place for 

K-12 online course designers to begin. 

Nevertheless, as previously outlined, the field of OL in K-12 education lacks 

theoretical guidance to support and advance OL in schools. In light of this, my 

conclusion was that to keep informing continued efforts for improvement of OL 

experiences for K-12 students, a conceptual framing, embedding the critical 

factors that course designers and educators should be mindful of when 
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designing and delivering online courses, is needed; a framework that considers 

the whole child in the learning process and is embedded in a paradigm of OL 

ecology (Blaschke, Bozkurt and Cormier, 2021; Bozkurt and Hilbelink, 2019; 

Frielick, 2004; McCalla, 2004). 

Next, I examined the existing theories and frameworks/models of OL in HE. I 

identified elements and critical components of OL from some of the pre-existing 

conceptualisations of OL that informed the development of a provisional 

conceptual framework of OL for youth, prior to examining learners’ OL 

experiences in the empirical study.    

2.4 Theories, Frameworks and Models of Online Learning in HE 

2.4.1 Introduction    

The following discussion explores some of the influential theories and 

frameworks/models of OL to identify a complex assemblage of technologies, 

people, support services, institutions, purposes, and embedding contexts of OL. 

As previously noted, all available models come from HE. They range from very 

broad teaching frameworks within which OL is assigned functional roles, to 

technically-oriented accounts which focus primarily on tools (Mayes and De 

Freitas, 2004) and more pedagogy-centric approaches (Dabbagh, 2005). In 

such frameworks, the role of web/technologies shifted from a delivery tool for 

the content and an ‘add-on’, to one focused on connected and social 

communities, encouraging participatory models of education to ensure learners’ 

success (Barab, Thomas, and Merrill, 2001).  

The frameworks and theories are presented on the following page, starting from 

the provisional model that embeds all examined models and theories in 

conjunction with the review of literature on OL in the context of schools, mindful 

of my goal to develop and provide an encompassing, integrated framework that 

would account for a great scope of factors that play a role in OL. Therefore, I 

will first introduce the framework I have devised and then address each key OL 

theory and model in terms of their key characteristics and how they inform my 

initial Online Learning for Youth - OLY - framework.  
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2.4.2 The Provisional Framework of Online Learning for Youth     

Before empirically analysing how 13-14-years-old students experience learning 

online, I developed an initial framework of K-12 OL from the reviewed literature. 

My decision was guided by Becker’s (1986, p.141) argument that prior work 

provides “modules” that one can use in building their conceptual framework, 

suggesting that sources for these modules can be one’s own experiential 

knowledge, existing theory and research, and exploratory studies. Thus, my 

rationale for creating an initial/provisional framework was to provide the context 

in which my empirical findings will be linked with the existing understanding of 

OL and to explicate how they inform the existing knowledge.  

The tentative/provisional framework that stems from the reviewed literature is 

presented in Figure 2.1 on the following page. In addition to the key themes: 

learning outcomes and learning processes, and educating the whole-child 

dimension, twelve factors were identified:  

1. Course content, design and delivery; 2. Support; 3. Pedagogy; 4. Student; 5. 

Technology; 6. Ongoing course/programme evaluation, adaptation and 

improvement; 7. Planning; 8. Context acknowledgement; 9. Accessibility and 

inclusiveness; 10. Teacher; 11. Mosaic of learning theories; and 12. Socio-

Affective dimension of learning.  
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Figure 2.1. Provisional Holistic Framework of OL in Upper Primary/Lower 

Secondary Education 

Nine existing influential approaches for designing and evaluating OL were 

considered based on their potential of outlining essential factors, evaluating the 

success of OL, and helping educators understand, support, and enhance their 

OL courses. Further, since the reviewed frameworks and models did not 

identify sub-themes for each identified category, I reviewed previous studies 

from the outstanding literature which highlighted the key considerations for 

creating a holistic OL experience for young learners. Finally, a broad range of 

reviewed relevant studies stemming from the theoretical perspectives on 

learning were summarised to ensure alignment of the provisional conceptual 

framework with the theories on children’s learning and development and OL 

theory. In terms of diagrammatic representation of the model, I built on the 

Dimensions of E-learning by Al-Fraihat, Joy and Sinclair (2017) as this model 

comprehensively integrates different factors of e-learning – with my aim being 
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to make it holistic and detailed in terms of the characteristics of each factor, in 

order to create a rich environment for successful and fulfilling OL experiences.  

2.4.3 Development of the Provisional Framework     

The process of identifying the major dimensions and clusters of factors affecting 

the understanding, design, and implementation of OL in K-12 education is 

discussed on the following pages. The selected theories and 

frameworks/models that I reviewed, namely seven well-known and researched 

models for understanding dimensions of effective OL, and two approaches to 

studying OL grouped as: a) OL quality approaches, and b) OL satisfaction 

models, were analysed for the purpose of developing the initial OLY conceptual 

framework. In addition to 9 frameworks/models and approaches to 

understanding OL experience, I have also analysed theoretical perspectives on 

learning. At the end of the following review, I present the summary of theoretical 

perspectives on learning that, as a Mosaic of learning theories, constitute one 

of the key dimensions of the provisional OLY framework. 

Next, I present the essential dimensions and factors sourced from some of the 

most relevant OL frameworks/models and theories, including: 

1) DeLone and McLean (1992) information systems success model; 

2) User satisfaction models; 

3) Community of Inquiry (CoI); 

4) Technology acceptance (TAM); 

5) Technological Pedagogical Content Knowledge (TPACK) model; 

6) Communities of practice (CoP); 

7) OL quality frameworks; 

8) Anderson’s (2011) Online Learning Model; and 
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9) Picciano’s (2017) Multimodal Model for Online Education.  

The selection was made based on their robustness, confidence in the studies’ 

results, the area of concern, novelty, and also that sources contained 

information pertinent to the research questions of this study. 

1. DeLone and McLean’s (1992) Information Systems (IS) Success Model 

Since its introduction in 1992, the model has created a broad response in the 

literature, being identified as the most heavily cited article in the IS literature 

(Lowry et al., 2007). Researchers adopted it to better understand the success 

of a variety of information systems including OL (see Figure 2.2). The model’s 

principal constituents and their relations have been investigated in a broad 

spectrum of settings (Petter et al., 2008; Urbach et al., 2009). 

  

Figure 2.2 DeLone and McLean IS Success Model 

Later, the model was updated (see DeLone and McLean, 2003) to reflect and 

integrate some of the empirical work investigating the model’s propositions (see 

the following Figure 2.3). The updated model consists of Information Quality, 

System Quality, Service Quality, Intention to Use, Use, User Satisfaction, and 

Net Benefits as main dependent constructs/factors in measuring IS success. 
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Figure 2.3. Updated DeLone and McLean IS Success Model 

A study by Lin (2007) on the use of an OL system found a significant effect of 

system quality, information quality, and service quality on the actual use 

through user satisfaction and behavioural intention to use an OL system.  A 

year later, a meta-study has shown that this updated version of the model has 

not only received great appreciation in the IS community, but that most of its 

propositions explaining the success of an IS are supported (Petter et al., 2008).  

On the other hand, researchers from Australian (Klobas and McGill, 2010) and 

Brazilian universities (Cidral et al., 2018), reported the absence of any 

significant relationship between quality aspects and use. Eom et al. (2012) 

proposed that the contradiction among studies could be due to the mandatory 

or voluntary nature of using the system: in a mandatory context, students use 

the e-learning system regardless of its quality because it is the only place to 

access learning resources, while in a voluntary context, the quality aspects of 

the system influence the users’ decisions to use the system or not. Another 

reason might be due to other intervening variables not explained by the model, 

or the context of the study and sample differences. For that reason, Eom et al. 

(2012) stated that the model has “limited explanatory power for explaining the 

role of e-learning systems on the outcomes of e-learning” (p. 147). Researchers 

have called for further research to investigate e-learning quality factors to 

increase the explanatory power of the DeLone and McLean model (Awang, 

Osman and Aji, 2018; Eom, 2012; Eom et al., 2012). 
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From the DeLone and McLean model, I added Information quality as a 

component of the initial framework and reworded it as the Course content 

dimension. Information quality is defined as the fitness for use of data and 

information (Wang and Strong, 1996). This means that Information quality is a 

user-centric concept, strongly depending on the context of usage. However, the 

term is problematic as not all content and information can provide assets of the 

same ‘amount of quality’. Amongst many types of definitions for the term 

‘quality’ and meanings in use, the definitions of ‘academic quality’ fall under the 

following spectrum:   

• Quality as excellence 

• Quality as fitness for purpose 

• Quality as enhancement or improvement (Vlăsceanu, Grünberg and Pârlea, 

2004).  

Each approach has advantages and disadvantages, being more or less suitable 

for a specific period of time or national context (Vlăsceanu, Grünberg and 

Pârlea, 2004). To avoid confusion, I reworded Information quality to Course 

content, referring to the subject matter, knowledge, and skills that are being 

taught (Hosie, Schibeci and Backhaus, 2005).  

Content is a fundamental aspect in assessing the success of a learning 

experience, as poor content quality may generate serious problems in attaining 

learning goals (Al-Fraihat, Joy and Sinclair, 2020). Further, OL is perceived as 

useful when constantly updated rich course content is provided, and when the 

content is customised to learners’ needs (Al-Adwan et al., 2021). Accordingly, I 

added it into the initial framework to reflect its importance.  

In order to identify sub-themes and key considerations for this OL factor, I 

reviewed previous studies from the outstanding literature (Baldwin, Ching and 

Hsu, 2018; Barab et al., 2001; Coates, 2007; Cyrs, 1997; Hassanzadeh et al., 



 

35 

2012; Hosie, Schibeci and Backhaus, 2005; Justice et al., 2007; Ozkan and 

Koseler, 2009; Online Learning Consortium, 2017), which highlight that Course 

Content needs to be:  

1. Accessible and inclusive; 2. Relevant and challenging; 3. Well-organised 4. 

Understandable; 5. Concise on-time content; and available in manageable 

segments; 6. Useful; 7. Up-to-date and comprehensive; 8. Displayed in multiple 

ways, using purposeful multiple media; 9. Updated; 10. With links to existing 

and new information on the subject matter and related knowledge. 

The Service quality domain in  DeLone and McLean’s model was also 

incorporated into the provisional framework and reworded to Support. 

According to Cheng (2014), in OL, service quality is the assistance provided by 

teachers and support service technicians. Thus, service quality can be 

decomposed into two key dimensions: teacher quality and support service 

quality. The literature confirms the vital role support plays in the success of OL, 

therefore, the domain was reworded to reflect that. The aspects related to the 

teacher quality dimension of the Service quality element were recognised as 

essential aspects - it is the teacher that contributes to the overall student 

satisfaction, management of the learning process, and perceptions towards the 

learning outcomes (Collision, Elbaum, Haavind, and Tinker, 2000; Muirhead, 

2004). Accordingly, I added the Teacher dimension to the initial framework, 

acknowledging their importance on student learning and satisfaction.  

System quality in the DeLone and McLean’s model has two dimensions: 

educational system quality and technical system quality. Educational system 

quality is related to the presence of education-related features such as diverse 

learning preferences, evaluation styles, and communication and interactivity 

tools, whereas technical system quality is concerned with technology-related 

aspects such as usability, availability, and reliability (Mohammadi, 2015). 

Accordingly, system quality was broken down into the two original dimensions 

and reworded as follows: educational system quality was reworded into 

Pedagogy and technology-related aspects into the Technology category for the 

provisional framework.  
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Overall, from the DeLone and McLean’s model I added: 1. Course content; 2. 

Support; 3. Pedagogy; 4. Teacher; and 5. Technology. The model, however, 

does not account for the context of OL, although the effectiveness and success 

of OL is influenced by a given context of implementation. Further, DeLone and 

McLean’s model does not mention the important role of human and social 

factors. Finally, the model was introduced as a linear map of the information 

systems success dimensions; nevertheless, such linear framing is limiting as 

learning is a complex activity of the multilevel phenomena and processes and 

the complex relations between them. In contrast, a more holistic perspective on 

learning as ecology, for example, draws attention to the complexity of 

interacting elements. Thus, whilst the focus of an OL model could be on 

developing a greater understanding of several elements, this should be done 

without denying the existence of the other important dimensions. Therefore, my 

understanding is that the DeLone and McLean model should be broadened to 

enhance its explanatory power. 

2. User satisfaction models 

User satisfaction, also one of the dimensions in the previously analysed D&M 

model, is another important consideration for successful OL. Student and 

teacher satisfaction can be defined as an attitude resulting from an evaluation 

of educational experience, facilities, and services (Weerasinghe and Fernando, 

2017). It has been found a fundamental measure in the success, effectiveness, 

usage, and acceptance of ISs (Bailey and Pearsons, 1983; DeLone and 

McLean, 1992; Doll and Torkzadeh, 1988; Igbaria and Tan, 1997; Ives, Olson 

and Baroudi, 1983; Seddon, 1997; Thong and Yap, 1996). Importantly, it has 

been found that a lower satisfaction level with the IS will hinder system usage 

(Evans cited in Thong and Yap, 1996). Accordingly, Seddon and Kiew (1994) 

consider user satisfaction the most general and important measure of IS 

success. 

Indeed, during the COVID-19 pandemic when OL was the only available 

solution, student and teacher satisfaction was crucial for a successful and 

effective learning process (Elshami et al., 2021). All this implies satisfaction is 
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an underlying indicator of success in various learning environments, including 

online (Dziuban et al., 2015). It can impact students’ engagement, motivation, 

learning, performance, success, and ultimately retention and graduation rates 

(Arbaugh, 2000; Astin, 1993; Sahin and Shelley, 2008; Wickersham and 

McGee, 2008). 

Sun et al. (2008) proposed an integrated model covering a variety of factors 

influencing e-Learners’ satisfaction (see Figure 2.4). The authors identified and 

gained empirical support for thirteen factors related to the satisfaction with the 

e-learning experience, grouped under 6 key dimensions: 1. Learners; 2. 

Instructor; 3. Course; 4. Technology; 5. Environment; and 6. Design. 

  

Figure 2.4:  Dimensions of Perceived E-learner Satisfaction (Sun et al., 2008) 

From Sun et al. ‘s (2008) model, the Learners dimension was added and 

renamed to the Student category. The Learner attitude toward ICT and OL, and 

Internet self-efficacy dimensions were added under the Student category; 

Instructor attitude toward e-Learning was reworded as Attitude toward ICT and 

OL and added under the Teacher category. In their model, the authors 
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assumed two indicators in the environmental dimension: Diversity in 

assessment and Interaction as determinants of satisfaction. These two 

indicators were also added to my initial framework and grouped together under 

the Pedagogy dimension.  

More recently, Martin and Bolliger (2022) examined 98 articles which studied 

various aspects of OL satisfaction. This framework summarises what has been 

learned in the last decade about the important aspects of OL satisfaction, 

demonstrating that most of the satisfaction factors examined pertained to 

learner characteristics, engagement, and course delivery. Their framework (see 

Figure 2.5) includes four overarching themes identified in their systematic 

review: 1. Learner-Related Satisfaction, 2. Instructor-Related Satisfaction, 3. 

Course-Related Satisfaction, and 4. Programme and Organisation-related 

Satisfaction, in addition to 12 sub-themes, that, all together, represent important 

aspects of OL.  

         

Figure 2.5: Online Learner Satisfaction Framework (Martin and Bolliger, 2022) 

From the plethora of factors contributing to students’ satisfaction in the model, 

Instructional design was added under the Pedagogy dimension of my initial 

framework and reworded as Variety of instructional strategies. Considering that 

OL incorporates a range of instructional strategies and techniques to cater to 

different learning preferences, engage students, and enhance the learning 
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experience (Ally, 2004), the Variety of instructional strategies refers to the use 

of diverse and multifaceted teaching methods and approaches within an online 

educational setting. In turn, from their Learner characteristics dimension I 

incorporated Prior knowledge of OL and ICT skills as sub-dimensions of the 

Student category. 

Course delivery was added next to the Course content dimension. The course 

delivery characteristics pertain to the actual implementation and facilitation of 

the online course and issues associated with the ways in which the course is 

delivered to the learners (Hosie, Schibeci and Backhaus, 2005). Delivery 

focuses on the activities and interactions that take place during the course, 

such as: facilitation and engagement, communication channels used, activities 

that promote collaboration and interaction among students, timelines and 

deadlines, the provision of feedback on student work and assessments (Martin 

and Bolliger, 2022). Following is a breakdown of the factors under the Course 

delivery category that were identified through examining the relevant, 

outstanding research literature (Blass and Davis, 2003; Hosie, Schibeci and 

Backhaus, 2005): 

1. Reliable and robust interface (the materials are accurate and error free in 

their operation);  

2. Clear goals, directions and learning plans (unit information and expectation 

of student roles are clear);  

3. Communication (the unit provides opportunities and encourages dialogue 

between students and between teachers and students); 

4. Appropriate institutional style for units and web sites to ensure a benchmark 

quality of presentation.  

Another important theory-based contribution to OL success is the System’s 

view of the e‐learning success model by Eom and Ashill (2018). Eom and 

Ashill’s model extends the earlier study of Eom and Ashill (2016), which 

provided a theoretically grounded conceptualisation of e-learning success 
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derived from three models - constructivism, collaboration and cognitive 

information processing model. The authors view e-learning as an open system 

of human entities (students and instructors) and nonhuman entities (learning 

management systems and information systems) (see Figure 2.6).   

 

Figure 2.6: System’s View of E-learning Success (Eom and Ashill, 2018)  

The model can be employed to better understand relationships between a set 

of constructs (course design quality, instructor, and motivation) and perceived 

learning outcomes, by exploring the underlying process by which constructs on 

the left-hand side influence perceived learning outcomes through mediator 

variables (student-instructor dialogue, student-student dialogue, and student 

self-regulation).  

For Eom and Ashill, an e-learning system, as a purposeful system, is 

synergistic. There exists a dynamic relationship between student motivation, 

course design quality, an instructor’s facilitating roles and students’ academic 

engagement. Considering the dynamic nature of e-learning success factors, 

Eom and Ashill describe an e-learning system’s behaviour as a set of states 

that occur in a defined sequence of inputs, processes, and outputs over time 
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(e.g., a semester). Thus, the students’ perceived learning outcomes and 

satisfaction are results of the systemic process of e-learning over time, where a 

system is considered a whole that cannot be taken apart without the loss of its 

essential characteristics; hence, it must be studied as a whole. Further, this 

model evidenced that dialogue and self-regulatory behaviours facilitate higher 

student learning outcomes. Accordingly, the Dialogue: student-teacher and 

student-student dialogue dimension was added to my Pedagogy dimension. 

The Course design quality was reworded as Course design and together with 

the following Learner characteristics - motivation, engagement and effort, self-

regulation, and learning preferences and Teacher characteristics - teacher’s 

communication and feedback, included in my initial framework.  

The reviewed frameworks did not identify sub-themes for the Course design 

dimension, therefore, I reviewed additional relevant, related studies which 

highlighted the key considerations and decisions to be made about online 

course design in order to support student learning. The Course design 

dimension focuses on the logistics and technical aspects of how courses are 

structured and accessed within the online course platform (Hosie, Schibeci and 

Backhaus, 2005). It involves decisions made prior to the course delivery and 

encompasses the foundational elements of a course that shape the overall 

learning experience. Baldwin, Ching and Hsu (2018) reviewed six of the United 

States (U.S.) national and state-wide online course design evaluation 

instruments, and multimedia and instructional design research, to develop an 

online course design checklist. Their list contains the following criteria that were 

found in all the reviewed evaluation instruments:  

• Objectives are available 

• Expectations regarding behaviour, communication and participation are 

provided  

• Student-to-student interaction is supported  

• Communication and activities are used to build community  
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• Rubrics for assignments are provided  

• Technology is used to promote learner engagement/facilitate learning  

• Instructor contact information is stated  

• Links to institutional services are provided  

• Assessments align with objectives  

• Navigation is intuitive  

• Appealing course appearance (Baldwin and Ching, 2019, p. 162).  

Based on the robustness of study and empirical support for each criterion of 

Baldwin et al.’s online course design checklist, the initial framework 

incorporates all criteria as sub-dimensions of the Course design category. 

As evidenced from the reviewed literature, satisfaction in OL is a complex and 

multidimensional construct including many factors. Importantly, as Dziuban et 

al. (2015) suggest, students simultaneously evaluate multiple aspects of online 

courses to make decisions about their satisfaction. Because of the complex 

interaction of many constructs, the literature shows mixed results on how to 

improve learner satisfaction thus, it was argued that such suggestions are 

impractical, making OL implementation and change nearly impossible (Sun et 

al., 2008).  

Also, it must be noted that student satisfaction as the general measure of OL 

success assumes that all students enter their learning journey in equilibrium, 

with similar experiences, contexts, expectations, affective responses, and 

objectives (Bowden, Tickle and Naumann, 2021). Education, however, should 

not be separated from ‘holistic experience’ or leaving the notion of the student 

learning in “a social, cultural and political vacuum, discontinuous with what has 

come before it and insulated from all that is around it”(Sabri, 2011, p. 664). 

Therefore, I again reiterate the need for a more holistic approach to 

conceptualising the OL journey that takes into account students’ prior 
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knowledge and individual needs, the way in which OL shapes students’ 

academic and personal outcomes and, indeed, them as people. 

3. Community of Inquiry (CoI) Model 

The Community of Inquiry model (Garrison 2008; 2009; Garrison, Anderson 

and Archer, 1999) emphasises the importance of a collaborative and reflective 

learning community, where learners engage in critical discourse and inquiry-

based learning. This model proposes that effective OL requires the presence of 

three overlapping and interdependent elements - social, cognitive, and teaching 

presence (see Figure 2.7). 

 

Figure 2.7: CoI Model (Garrison, Anderson and Archer, 1999) 

Social presence refers to the ability of learners to identify with the community, 

communicate purposefully in a trusting environment and connect with each 

other; cognitive presence relates to the development of critical thinking skills 

and ability to construct and confirm meaning through sustained reflection and 

discourse; and teaching presence involves the design, facilitation, and direction 

of the learning experience (cognitive and social) by the teacher (Garrison, 2009; 

Garrison, Anderson and Archer,1999). Undoubtedly, the acknowledgment of 

the social, cognitive, and instructional aspects is highly appealing, and one can 

easily argue that the three identified components could equally apply to any 

educational setting whether face-to-face or online.  
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Including the inquiry-based learning strategies from the CoI framework is 

important in OL as it promotes cognitive presence - the extent of learners’ 

engagement in critical thinking, reflection, and knowledge construction (Shea, Li 

and Pickett, 2006). Through inquiry-based approaches, learners are actively 

involved in formulating questions, seeking solutions, analysing information, and 

generating new insights. Research suggests that inquiry-based learning in 

online environments enhances cognitive presence by encouraging deep 

learning, promoting problem-solving skills, and facilitating higher-order thinking 

(Garrison, Anderson and Archer, 1999; Hung, 2013; Swan, 2002). In turn, 

inquiry-based learning activities such as collaborative problem-solving, 

discussions, and group projects, enhance social presence (i.e., the sense of 

connectedness and interaction among learners and instructors). Several 

studies have indicated that inquiry-based learning within the CoI framework 

strengthens social presence, leading to improved learner satisfaction, 

motivation, and a sense of belonging in OL communities (Garrison and 

Arbaugh, 2007; Richardson, 2001; Rourke, Anderson, Garrison and Archer, 

1999). Further, in OL, where learners have greater control over their learning 

pace and access to resources, inquiry-based approaches foster self-regulated 

learning (Magnussen, Ishida and Itano, 2000). 

Additionally, inquiry-based learning empowers teachers to guide and scaffold 

the learning process, fostering deeper understanding and knowledge 

construction, and empowers learners to take ownership of their learning, 

promoting autonomy and self-directedness, and enhancing learners’ self-

efficacy and ability to transfer knowledge (Avsec and Kocijancic, 2014; 

Blumberg, 2000; Minner, Levy and Century, 2010). That being said, Inquiry-

based learning was included to the Pedagogy dimension, highlighting its 

significance within a new holistic conceptual understanding of OL for youth. 

The CoI model inspired great amounts of research on OL in the past ten years 

serving as a valuable analytical resource; the significance of this contribution 

cannot be overstated (Xin, 2012). However, a number of critiques of CoI 

emerged in recent years, including a self-critique by its principal author 

Garrison (Garrison and Arbaugh, 2007; Jézégou, 2010; Morgan, 2011; Rourke 
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and Kanuka, 2009). In these critiques, the authors inspect and extend the 

model, calling the research community to continue examining the framework to 

reflect on its strengths and weaknesses, and imagine new ways of advancing 

OL theories. They recognised a need to identify and consider the 

interconnectedness of various other factors in addition to CoI elements (e.g., 

technological capabilities, support services, and accessibility), highlighting that 

OL is more subtle and complex than the coherent pattern presented in CoI. 

4. Technology Acceptance Model and its Expansions  

The technology acceptance model (TAM) by Davis, Bagozzi, and Warshaw 

(1989) has been the most widely used theory to measure the success of new 

technology in terms of the acceptance and use of technology (Surendran, 

2012). Based on this model, external factors, social factors, cultural factors, and 

political factors, are the determinants of perceived usefulness and perceived 

ease of use (Surendran, 2012). In turn, perceived usefulness and perceived 

ease of use are the major determinants of attitude towards using the technology 

and intention to use. Successively, behavioural intention to use is the main 

determinant of actual system usage. 

The model has been widely extended using different variables and has also 

been successfully used to explain usefulness and usage in different contexts, 

including the context of OL. An important extension to the original was 

introduced by Venkatesh and Davis (2000) - TAM2. Empirical research showed 

that TAM2 better-explained user acceptance. Three years later, Venkatesh, 

Thong and Xu (2012) constructed the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of 

Technology (UTAUT). UTAUT has further significantly enhanced the 

explanation power of the variance in usage intention and has been extensively 

used by researchers. Extensions to TAM have been evolving over time, and in 

2008 a new model was released TAM3 (Venkatesh and Bala, 2008); UTAUT2 

(Venkatesh et al., 2012). 

In its different versions, TAM has received considerable attention from 

researchers in different fields. At the same time, however, the model has been 
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widely criticised. Chuttur (2009) noted that “researchers share mixed opinions 

regarding its theoretical assumptions and practical effectiveness” (p.9), 

whereas Legris, Ingham and Collerette (2003) concluded that “TAM is a useful 

model but has to be integrated into a broader one which would include 

variables related to both human and social change processes” (p.191). Also, 

researchers criticised limited explanatory and predictive power of this model, 

the poor fit, and lack of practical value (Legris et al., 2003). Some researchers 

even claimed that the several attempts to expand this model led to theoretical 

chaos and confusion (Benbasat and Barki, 2007). 

Nevertheless, acceptance is considered a necessary element for measuring the 

success of e-learning (Davis et al., 1989; Roca and Gagné, 2008), resting on 

evidence that the perceived usefulness of OL could positively influence three 

constructs: perceived satisfaction, use, and students’ benefits. The findings 

from the literature empirically support these relations (Al-Sabawy, 2013; 

Arbaugh, 2000; Limayem and Cheung, 2008; Seddon, 1997). Notably, 

researchers have suggested that technical system quality - related to system 

reliability and the ease of use of system features (Butt et al., 2021) - is a valid 

measure at any stage of implementing OL (Bossman and Agyei, 2022; 

Stefanovic et al., 2011). Therefore, Reliability and Ease of use were 

incorporated into my provisional framework as sub-dimensions under the 

Technology dimension.  

Given the diversity and complexity of e-learning ecologies, the spontaneity, 

ambiguity, and generality of some of the constructs in this approach coupled 

with its linear framing, make adopting TAM impractical and challenging to 

define OL more holistically and identify more precise characteristics of OL. 

Also, whilst TAM allows the acceptance and adoption of new technologies and 

e-learning systems to be assessed, acceptance does not guarantee success. 

For example, the aspects related to planning prior to implementing OL also 

need to be considered to draw the holistic picture of an OL experience.  
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5. Technological Pedagogical Content Knowledge (TPACK)  

The TPACK framework by Mishra and Koehler (2006) emphasises the 

importance of integrating technology, pedagogy, and content knowledge in 

teaching and learning to guide the development of OL environments that are 

both pedagogically sound and technologically effective. Since its publication, 

TPACK has become one of the leading theories regarding educational 

technology (EdTech) and EdTech integration; research and professional 

development activities both draw from it heavily (Kurt, 2016) as evidenced by 

the fact that the TPACK model is used in over 471 journal articles on the Web 

of Science (Soler-Costa et al., 2021). The model proposes that effective 

teaching with technology requires the integration of three types of knowledge – 

technological knowledge referring to an understanding of how to use 

technology; pedagogical knowledge, relating to effective teaching strategies; 

and content knowledge involving expertise in the subject matter being taught.  

The TPACK model is often presented as a Venn diagram, with the three types 

of knowledge overlapping in the middle (see Fig. 2.8). The framework has been 

applied in various educational contexts - from K-12 classrooms to HE (Mishra 

and Koehler, 2006). Self-assessment through questionnaires was the most 

commonly utilised method for examining TPACK (Lee, Chung and Wei, 2022).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.8: TPACK Model (Mishra, and Koehler, 2006) 
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The framework focuses on designing and evaluating teacher knowledge that is 

concentrated on effective student learning (AACTE, 2008) and emphasises the 

need to continuously build teachers’ understanding of and capacity in 

integrating technology. Further, it highlights the importance of teachers being 

able to modify and adjust their teaching practices to fit the dynamic nature of 

OL. Accordingly, TPACK informs the Teacher dimension of the provisional 

framework as a sub-category. 

TPACK has seen various modifications over the last 15 years (see Angeli and 

Valanides, 2005; Porras-Hernández and Salinas-Amescua, 2013; Tunjera and 

Chigona, 2020; Yeh et al., 2014). However, TPACK has received criticism for 

not being practically useful. Critics argue that the definitions of the different 

knowledge domains are inaccurate and insufficient (Willermark, 2018), and 

highlight the lack of references to the impact of contextual factors and discipline 

on online teaching practices (Schmid, Brianza and Petko, 2020). Whilst content, 

pedagogy, and technology are essential intertwining areas needed to achieve 

TEL, this framework focuses solely on the effective online teaching practices 

that promote conditions in which OL occurs, i.e., the skills required by teachers 

to create and facilitate an effective online course. Absent, however, is the 

appreciation of the multiple other factors and stakeholders influencing OL.  

6. Communities of Practice (CoP) 

The Communities of Practice concept, referring to groups of people who share 

common interests and who interact regularly to learn from one another, was 

introduced by Wenger and colleagues in the 1990s. To develop the concept, 

Wenger (1996) used Ecological Systems Theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) 

emphasising the importance of social and cultural factors in shaping learning 

and knowledge creation in communities of learners. Wenger argued that 

learning is not just an individual activity, but also a social one, that individuals 

can learn by observing and modelling other people, and that CoPs are essential 

for knowledge creation, sharing, and dissemination (Wenger, 1996; Wenger, 

McDermott and Snyder, 2002). Furthermore, the CoP framework emphasises 
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the importance of social learning and identity formation in the development of 

expertise (Wenger, 1999).  

Over time, the theory has evolved to become a management tool for improving 

an organisation’s competitiveness (Li et al., 2009); nevertheless, CoP is an 

important concept in learning and can be leveraged in OL to foster social 

interactions, collaborative learning and knowledge creation. Notably, the CoP 

framework highlights the importance of understanding the complex interplay 

between self-formation and social, cultural, technological, and pedagogical 

factors in OL (Johnson, 2001). In other words, Wenger’s CoP theory aligns with 

the idea of holistic education. It recognises that learning extends beyond the 

acquisition of knowledge and skills and includes the development of a student’s 

identity, values, and social integration. By engaging in CoPs, learners not only 

gain expertise in a particular domain but also cultivate a sense of belonging and 

identity within that community. This holistic approach to education aligns with 

the concept of ‘educating the whole child’, which focuses on fostering 

intellectual, social, emotional, and moral growth in students.  

Upon considering CoP theory, theories on how people learn (National 

Academies of Sciences, Engineering and Medicine, 2018), and studies about 

OL reviewed in Chapter Two, the conclusion was reached that the child needs 

to have a central position in the OL framework. Through allocating the child a 

central position, an image of the child as a competent and confident learner is 

created, as espoused by Dewey (1916) and the pedagogy promoted by the 

Bioecological Theory of child development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; 1986; 

Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 1998; Hayes, O’Toole and Halpenny, 2017). This 

view is also promoted by scholars in the learning sciences who, focusing on K–

12 schools, summarised what is known about human development and learning 

and what is known from multiple domains of educational research (Darling-

Hammond et al., 2020). Thus, as emphasised in Wenger’s theory (Wenger, 

1999), social learning and identity formation inform the Educating the whole 

child dimension of the initial/provisional framework.  
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Creating and sustaining online CoP can be challenging, however, as the lack of 

face-to-face interaction and social cues can make it harder to build trust and 

develop relationships among members. In the case of an OL community, issues 

regarding privacy, user-friendliness of online technologies, and the ability to 

access a computer can become barriers to an individual’s ability to participate 

(Johnson, 2001). Further, simply ‘labelling’ a group of students as a learning 

community does not guarantee that it will function as one, as a number of 

situations can hinder relationship building and the growth of communities. It’s 

essential, therefore, to have a clear purpose, shared goals, and a structured 

approach to engagement to foster meaningful interactions and sustain the 

community over time, ensuring that members are engaged and motivated to 

participate (Johnson and Johnson, 2002).  

7. Online Learning Quality Models 

Since quality is a general term and a multi-dimensional space, different 

approaches and models have emerged, and different aspects of and 

approaches to quality have been considered in OL quality models (e.g., 

excellence models, e-learning quality surveys, ISO 9000, benchmarking). 

Despite the generality of some of these approaches and many interpretations 

for the term ‘quality’, and despite the lack of theoretical underpinning in most of 

the OL quality models category, some of these approaches indeed identify 

precise and suitable characteristics of OL and its successful practice.  

An important model proposed by MacDonald et al. (2001) - the Demand-Driven 

Learning Model (DDLM) - was developed in response to the need to meet 

users’ needs in web-based learning (WBL) (see Figure 2.9 on the following 

page). 
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Figure 2.9: The Demand Driven Learning Model (MacDonald et al., 2001) 

The model incorporates five dimensions:  

1. Consumer demands, i.e., superior content, delivery, and service;  

2. Superior structure as the quality standard, i.e., the required foundation that 

makes it possible to provide this level of content, delivery and service, which 

requires understanding the learner’s needs, considering the learner’s 

motivation; learning facilitators to establish a healthy collaborative learning 

environment; pedagogical strategies; conducting regular assessment strategies 

and evaluation of learners; and ensuring the OL environment is convenient for 

learners; 

3. Learner outcomes;  

4. Ongoing programme evaluation; and  



 

52 

5. Continual adaptation and improvement.  

The model was empirically validated and tested and the researchers stated that 

these constructs are the recipe where WBL programmes can succeed 

(MacDonald and Thompson, 2005). 

Amongst five dimensions that the model incorporated, the fourth and fifth layer: 

Ongoing programme evaluation and Continual adaptation and improvement, 

were added to the provisional framework. The importance of programme/course 

evaluation and its continual adaptation and improvement was highlighted by the 

substantial number of papers, with the following strategies and processes being 

proposed for assessing and enhancing the effectiveness of online courses and 

programmes (Aschbacher, 1999; Bain, 1999; Biggs and Collis, 2014; Biggs and 

Tang, 2011; Edström, 2008; Joint Committee on Standards for Educational 

Evaluation, 1981; Juwah, 2003; Lebrun, 2007; Morris, 2008; Nevo, 2013; 

Stiggins and Conklin, 1992; UN, Online Learning Framework and Toolkit, n.d): 

1. Identifying areas for improvement and implementing new pedagogical 

approaches and instructional methods;  

2. Aligning course outcomes and performance with established benchmarks;  

3. Evaluating the alignment between course content, activities, and 

assessments with intended learning objectives;  

4. Effectiveness and appropriateness of the technology used;  

5. Accessibility of course materials to all learners;  

6. Keeping course content and resources up-to-date and relevant; and  

7. Adapting the course/programme in response to changing student needs, 

emerging trends, or external factors. 

Another model, Ehlers’s (2004) Multi-dimensional Model of Quality 

Requirements, was similarly constructed to illuminate the quality of e-learning, 



 

53 

but based on learners’ perspectives (see Figure 2.10). Notably, Ehlers stressed 

the necessity to understand learners’ needs before starting any OL project. 

         

Figure 2.10 Model of Subjective Quality Requirements (Ehlers, 2004) 

The model represents 7 Quality Fields – 1. Tutor Support; 2. Collaboration; 

Cooperation and Communication; 3. Technology; 4. Costs - Expectations - 

Value; 5. Information/Course; 6. Course structure; and 7. Didactics, with 

learners’ preferences in 30 sub-dimensions, and an analysis and description of 

four preference profiles. According to this model, the quality of e-learning 

process is not something that is delivered to a learner by an e-learning provider, 

but rather constitutes a process of co-production between the learner and the 

learning environment. That means that the product/outcome of an educational 

process is not exclusively a result of the production process of an educational 

institution. In other words, Ehlers acknowledged that quality has to do with 

empowering and enabling the learner, and concluded that future quality 

development in OL has to be oriented to the learners’ needs and situations.  

From the Ehlers’s (2004) model based on learners’ perspectives, the notion of a 

learning process as a co-production between the learner and the learning 

environment was incorporated in the initial framework. Accordingly, the Student 

dimension of the initial framework outlines that learners need to be engaged, 

show effort and work on improving self-efficacy. 
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Another important work in this group is a model by Boud and Prosser (2002), 

who assumed that OL quality is represented by four aspects:  

• Learners’ engagement;  

• Context acknowledgement;  

• Challenge for learners; and  

• Involvement of practice (see Figure 2.11). 

 

Figure 2.11: Influences on High Quality Learning (Boud and Prosser, 2002) 

The authors note that learning is a holistic process, i.e., never solely a cognitive 

endeavour but one involving the emotions and the will. Boud and Prosser 

further explain that the principles are holistic in that they incorporate both 

learning outcomes and learning processes. Notably, they regard learning as 

relational and argue how satisfaction derives from engaging as a whole person. 

That is, learning arises through the interactions between a learner and the 

learning environment, and no environment can be guaranteed to generate 

learning independent of what the learner brings to the encounter and how the 

learner perceives the situation.  

From Boud and Prosser’s framework, I incorporated into my provisional 

framework the Context acknowledgement dimension, their explicit recognition 



 

55 

of both learning outcomes and learning processes as parts of an educational 

experience, and their notion of learning as holistic where the learner is engaged 

as a whole person. 

The Quality in e‐learning conceptual framework by Ossiannilsson and Landgren 

(2012), similarly expresses the importance of a holistic approach. As per 

Ossiannilsson and Landgren, a holistic approach in this context means that “all 

of the benchmarks included need to be viewed together, so that they influence 

one another and provide a sense of consistency” (2012, p.48). In other words, 

various aspects of the model should be embedded in all levels of management 

and services within the field of OL to meet students’ expectations, demands, 

and rights (see Figure 2.12). 

Authors have identified several main factors that contribute to the quality of e-

learning experiences, including: 1. Accessibility, 2. Flexibility, 3. Interactivness, 

4. Personalisation, 5. Participation, 6. Productivity, and 7. Transparency, and 

highlighted the importance of a holistic approach.  

                     

Figure 2.12: Quality in E‐learning – A Conceptual Framework (Ossiannilsson 

and Landgren, 2012) 
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The model outlines three categories relating to quality in OL – management, 

products, and service covering the institutional, pedagogical, technical, ethical, 

and managerial aspects of e-learning. Specifically, the managerial category 

includes strategic planning and development at both an institutional and 

programme level. The product category includes the curriculum design, course 

design, and delivery; and the services domain includes support for teachers 

and staff and student support (see Figure 2.13).  

       

Figure 2.13: Three Main Domains Related to Quality in OL (Ossiannilsson and 

Landgren, 2012) 

The framework proposed by Ossiannilsson and Landgren is unique because it 

introduces an Accessibility dimension which was identified as being of special 

importance for success in OL, highlighting the necessity to create a more 

equitable and inclusive learning environment, enabling all students to thrive and 

reach their full potential.  

From Ossiannilsson and Landgren’s framework, the Accessibility element was 

included in the provisional framework as one of the key dimensions and 

renamed Accessibility and Inclusiveness to more precisely reflect the ethical 

considerations of OL relating to learner diversity. Ossiannilsson and Landgren’s 

dimension Personalisation - as in considering the learner’s prior knowledge, 

interests, and learning approach to provide tailored instruction, was added to 

the Pedagogy dimension. 

Interestingly, Accessibility only appeared as one of the key determinant 

constructs in Ossiannilsson and Landgren’s model and included in Al-Fraihat, 
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Joy and Sinclair’s framework (2017) presented next, as part of their ethical 

considerations of e-learning. None of the two frameworks, however, outlines the 

sub-dimensions for this category, so I reviewed additional relevant literature to 

identify factors for this category. The reviewed studies (Al-Fraihat, Joy and 

Sinclair, 2017; Baker, 1995; DES, 2007; EADSNE, 2003; Gross, 2002; Khan, 

2005b; Norwich and Lewis, 2001; Rose and Howley, 2007) emphasised the 

importance of promoting accessibility and inclusiveness in OL by: 

1. Implementing Universal Design for Learning (UDL) principles (the use of 

instructional strategies and modifications to assessment in order to design 

learning experiences that provide multiple means of representation, 

engagement, and expression, ensuring that content and activities are 

accessible and beneficial to a wide range of learners); 

2. Technology accessibility (VLEs, websites, and course materials need to be 

accessible to individuals with disabilities; this may involve providing alternative 

formats for content (e.g., transcripts, captions, screen reader compatibility), 

adjustable display settings, and navigation features that are intuitive and easy 

to use); 

3. Use of modified curricula, underpinned by inclusive practice for students with 

special educational needs; 

4. Presenting information and content in various formats (such as text, audio, 

video, allowing students to engage with the material in ways that suit their 

needs); 

5. Providing clear and concise instructions, guidelines, and expectations to 

students by using plain language, avoiding jargon, and offering additional 

support materials to ensure that all learners can understand and participate 

effectively; 

6. Promoting respectful and inclusive communication, collaboration and 

interaction among students (creating opportunities for meaningful engagement 
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and discussion, encouraging considering diverse perspectives, and fostering a 

supportive learning community); 

7. Designing assessments that consider diverse ways of demonstrating 

knowledge and understanding; 

8. Offering access to support such as disability services, technical support, and 

academic advising; and  

9. Regularly evaluating, adapting, and improving the effectiveness of OL 

practices in promoting accessibility and inclusiveness. 

The previously mentioned Al-Fraihat, Joy and Sinclair’s framework (2017) 

identified ten success factors for e-Learning in HE: 1) Planning; 2) Readiness; 

3) Management; 4) Support; 5) Pedagogy; 6) Technology; 7) Faculty; 8) 

Institution; 9) Evaluation; and 10) Ethics (see Figure 2.14).   

      

Figure 2.14: Dimensions of E-learning (Al-Fraihat, Joy and Sinclair, 2017) 

Each of the 10 dimensions group together 110 influential factors that can 

support and enhance the quality of e-learning courses in the context of HE. The 

framework, thus, presents a valuable contribution to the complex phenomenon 
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of OL, offering a clear conceptual structure that other researchers, instructional 

designers, policy advisors and practitioners may find useful. 

Of all the studied models so far, only this framework focuses one’s attention to 

the different layers of Technology factor affecting the implementation of e-

learning, namely: 1. Infrastructure (Hardware and Software); 2. Consistency 

and Effectiveness of IT; 3. Reliability; 4. Accessibility; 5. Interface Design; 6. 

Upgrades and Maintenance; 7. Ease of Use; 8. IT Support and Training (for 

teachers and students); 9. Appropriateness of Technology to the Pedagogical 

Content. Although most educators have this perspective, this model places 

technology (and its aspects) as an integral part of the OL environment and an 

influential factor in delivering courses to learners. 

Based on the robustness of Al-Fraihat, Joy and Sinclair’s study and empirical 

support for each dimension of the model, the initial framework incorporates their 

entire Technology dimension as follows. The factors: 1. Infrastructure; 2. 

Consistency and Effectiveness of IT; 3. Reliability; 4. Accessibility; 5. Upgrades 

and Maintenance; 6. Ease of Use; and 7. Appropriateness of Technology to the 

Pedagogical Content, were added under the Technology factor of the initial 

framework. The remaining two technology sub-factors were incorporated as 

follows: 

• IT support and training for teachers and students to the Support dimension of 

my initial framework; and 

• Learner-centred, responsive interface design to the Course Design dimension 

of the initial framework.  

Additionally, Al-Fraihat, Joy and Sinclair studied various contextual factors 

under the Ethics dimension as necessary for the success of e-learning, such as 

Social and Political Influence, and Cultural and Geographical Diversity. These 

critical factors concentrate on the importance of addressing and prioritising the 

needs and rights of all learners; nevertheless, they also promote the 

consideration of a learning context.  
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Context was identified as an essential factor by many other researchers too 

(Anderson, 2011; Aparicio, Bacao, and Oliveira, 2016; Bates and Sangra, 2011; 

Boud and Prosser, 2002). Freeman (2010) and Aparicio, Bacao, and Oliveira 

(2016) argue that context analysis entails the identification of institutions, 

groups or individuals that can, directly and indirectly, affect an organisation or a 

process. Under the Context acknowledgement category, I identified the 

following sub-themes: 

1. Social and political influence; 2. Socioeconomic conditions; and 3. 

Geographical location (from Al-Fraihat, Joy and Sinclair’s model); and 4. 

Suppliers (Technology Providers, Educational Institutions, Content Providers, 

Other Teachers, Accreditation Bodies); 5. Special Interest Groups (e.g., 

Students’ Commissions, Teachers’ Associations); 6. School Committee (Board) 

and Education Ministry (from Aparicio, Bacao, and Oliveira’s (2016) model).  

Finally, from the Al-Fraihat, Joy and Sinclair’s model Teacher support was 

incorporated to the Support dimension and their Planning factor was added as 

the Planning dimension of the provisional framework. Planning is considered as 

one of the most important key success factors behind any project (Bothel, 2001; 

Gellman-Danley and Fetzner, 1998). The authors and additional reviewed 

literature (Anderson, 2008; Anderson and Middleton, 2002; Arabasz and Baker, 

2003; Bates, 2010; Bates and Sangra, 2011; Bothel, 2001; Broadbent, 2002; 

Ghirardini, 2011; Levy, 2003; McNaught, 2002), outline the following key factors 

of the planning phase of OL:  

1. Examination of the existing context of OL in the institution; 2. Vision, clarity of 

purpose and measurable goals; 3. Innovation in teaching; 4. Setting priorities; 

5. Teacher training and support; 6. Mandates for supporting OL; and 7. 

Teaching and learning considerations. 

As it can be seen, a considerable amount of research has focused on the 

quality of OL; however, due to the complexity of OL ecology, the diversity of OL 

stakeholders, and the generality of the ‘quality’ concept, there is uncertainty and 

ambiguity among what actually constitutes a quality OL approach (Oliver, 
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2005). Additionally, it becomes challenging to identify precise measurements 

suitable to understand, deliver, and evaluate OL based on quality approaches 

as the criteria vary from one organisation to another.  

8. Anderson’s Online Learning Model 

Terry Anderson (2011) constructed a model with three elements in mind:  

1.The Bransford, Brown, and Cocking work (1999) which identified effective 

learning environments as framed within the convergence of four overlapping 

lenses: community-centredness, knowledge-centeredness, learner-centredness 

and assessment-centredness;  

2.The affordances and facilities of the Internet; and 

3.Interaction (see Figure 2.15).  

The model illustrates the two major actors - learners and teachers - and their 

interactions with each other and with the content.  

  

Figure 2.15: Anderson’s Online Learning Model (2011) 
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Anderson extensively examined the importance of interaction in all forms of 

learning and referred to a number of mostly distance education theorists (e.g., 

Garrison and Shale; 1990; Holmberg 1989; Moore, 1989; Moore and Kearsley, 

1996). Learners can interact directly with content that they find in multiple 

formats on the Web. This interaction can take place within a community of 

inquiry, using a variety of net-based synchronous and asynchronous activities. 

Anderson argues that these particularly rich environments allow for the learning 

of social skills, the collaborative learning of content, and the development of 

personal relationships among participants. He concluded that interactions are a 

critical component of his theory; however, as the model illustrates, learning 

design also takes into account independent learning. 

From Anderson’s framework, I have incorporated Independent study and 

Collaboration dimensions to the provisional framework under the Pedagogy 

dimension, and Peer, Family and Professional support were added to the 

Support element, with Professional support reworded into Academic and 

Administrative support. 

The use of Synchronous and asynchronous activities from Anderson’s 

framework was added under the Course delivery dimension, and Game-based 

learning to the Pedagogy dimension of the initial framework as a specific 

teaching strategy within the OL environment. The use of both synchronous and 

asynchronous activities is important in OL due to the unique characteristics and 

benefits they offer (Hrastinski, 2008). Video games, in turn, can provide 

meaningful learning experiences by immersing students in “transformational 

play” (Barab, Gresalfi and Ingram-Goble, 2010) and engage them in problem-

solving activities that go beyond traditional instruction (Squire, 2006). Several 

studies have highlighted the significance and benefits of play and game-based 

learning in online courses for primary students (Barab et al., 2010; Dicheva et 

al., 2015; Gee, 2003). Accordingly, Game-based learning was added to the 

provisional framework as an educators’ pedagogical tool to deliver course 

content, assess learning, and promote active student participation.  

 



 

63 

9. Picciano’s (2017) Multimodal Model for Online Education  

In the Multimodal Model for Online Education by Picciano (2017) (see Figure 

2.16), a course is conceived of as a learning community - the concept promoted 

by Garrison, Anderson and Archer (1999) and Wenger and Lave (1991).  

 

Figure 2.16: Multimodal Model for Online Education (Picciano, 2017) 

As in Anderson’s model, interaction is understood as a basic characteristic of 

the community and permeates the model to the extent needed. From Picciano’s 

perspective, the teacher should construct the learning activity interaction 

following a conversation with the student and the identification of a learning 

goal for the topic in question. Further, a teacher should consider how well the 

tools provide for both structuring conversations and actions, and how well they 

allow for integrating dialogue into activities.  

Dialectics/questioning is outlined as an important activity that allows teachers to 

probe what students know and to help refine their knowledge, with the Socratic 

Method being one of the major techniques used in instruction to help students 

think critically about a topic. Both self-paced/independent learning (that can be 

integrated as needed or be the primary mode of instructional delivery), and 
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evaluation of learning and assessment are recognised as important dimensions 

in the formation of an integrated learning community. 

In addition, reflection is incorporated as a pedagogical strategy in a belief that 

pedagogical activities that require students to reflect on what they learn and 

share their reflections, extend and enrich learning. Notably, content is 

considered as another primary driver of instruction, where multiple technologies 

and media may be utilised in providing and presenting content.  

Finally, the model posits that instruction is not simply about learning content or 

skill, but supports students socially and emotionally. Picciano argued that social 

and emotional development must be acknowledged as essential to education at 

all levels.  

Upon considering Picciano’s model, reflection was included under the 

Pedagogy dimension to highlight the significance of students’ reflective practice 

within a new holistic conceptual framework of OL for youth.  

Further, only Picciano’s and Boud and Prosser’s (2002) model analysed earlier, 

recognise the pivotal role of the socio-emotional dimension of learning in 

optimising the effectiveness of OL. Thus, this essential component was added 

as the 10th key dimensions in my provisional framework and reworded as the 

Socio-Affective dimension of learning. Since neither model identified sub-

themes for this category, I reviewed additional sources as the outstanding 

literature which helped me identify key considerations for addressing the social 

and emotional aspects impacting overall learning experience in digital 

environments. These are: Positive relationships; Effective communication 

strategies; Emotional support; Cultural sensitivity; Praise; Wellness and mental 

health; Conflict resolution; and Reflective practice (Bingham, 2015; Bond and 

Bedenlier, 2019; Borup, Graham and Velasquez, 2013; Chen and Jang, 2010; 

Cullen and Harris, 2018; Harvey et al., 2014; Jones, 2010; Kim, 2012; Rehn, 

Maor and McConney, 2018; Robb and Sutton, 2014; Stangor and Walinga, 

2014; West and Williams, 2017; Whitebread, 2013).  
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However, absent from Picciano’s model are considerations of the technology 

that teachers use in instruction and students to learn. Evidently, there is a need 

for a comprehensive OL success framework to include non-human entities, 

such as technology and LMS (expand acronym), since its ease of use, 

functionality, and performance were proven to be amongst the most pivotal 

factors in delivering an effective OL experience, as discussed previously in the 

reviewed literature.  

2.4.4 Summary of Models/Frameworks and How They Relate to My Study: 

Identifying the Gap     

While each of the models addresses some specific aspects in OL, 

independently, these models do not provide an integrated framework that takes 

into account the whole student whilst identifying the critical factors for their 

success and satisfaction. There is little consensus on what a standard set of 

factors, concepts, and/or variables might be for holistic OL. Upon studying the 

presented frameworks/models and theories, it can be suggested, however, that 

the goal of the multidimensional OL framework must be a holistic 

conceptualisation of OL that includes phenomena and concerns that are 

internal to OL practice and external conditions influencing or being influenced 

by OL.  

What is a whole-child or holistic approach? A holistic approach in this context 

means that all of the dimensions included in a framework need to be viewed 

together and that a complex interplay of pedagogical, technological, social, and 

support-related factors, amongst other factors, need to be considered to an 

equal extent. Secondly, taking a holistic perspective involves considering the 

needs and experiences of the learners themselves. It also goes beyond their 

academic performance alone, and involves considering various dimensions of a 

student’s learning, including social, emotional, and physical aspects and self-

knowledge (Dewey, 1916; Gardner, 2004; 2006; Miller, 1991; 2005; 2007; 

Montessori, 2019; Steiner, 1995). A holistic perspective takes into account the 

student’s personal strengths, interests, socio-emotional and agency 

development. It recognises that learning takes place within a broader context, 
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including the student’s family, community, and cultural background. 

Accordingly, it considers the impact of these contextual factors on the student’s 

learning and development and ensures culturally responsive and inclusive OL 

experiences.  

Further, a holistic framework has to consider how sustainable OL may be 

achieved, i.e., one that is reliable, yet flexible, and adaptable; it has to address 

the interrelationships of individual and organisational impacts, the learning 

opportunities and challenges created by technology, the characteristics of the 

pedagogy employed by the course teacher, whilst ensuring that, despite the 

enumerated plethora of challenges in play, student development, their 

emotions, learning motivation, and learning achievements are addressed and 

accounted for. Finally, a widely accepted perspective in the field of education 

highlights the necessity of theory to guide educational interventions and ensure 

meaningful learning (Khalil and Elkhider, 2016; Wrenn and Wrenn, 2009) – an 

approach that was missing in a number of reviewed models and frameworks 

from HE. Arguably, the lack of learning theory in the analysed models and 

frameworks of OL to support the effectiveness of digital interventions, reflects a 

disconnection among learning theories, curriculum/course design, use of 

technology, and outcome evaluation (Aparicio, Bacao and Oliveira, 2016; Cook 

and Ellaway, 2015; McGowan, 2016). 

The analysis of the models/theories revealed many insights, but equally so the 

gaps in understanding of OL and the lack of a holistic framework of young 

students’ OL. The following are the aspects not well addressed in the reviewed 

sources: 

• A multifaceted, wholistic framework: While each of the models addresses 

some specific aspects in OL, independently, these models do not provide an 

integrated framework that takes into account the whole student (child’s 

academic, physical, cognitive, psychological, spiritual, socio-emotional, 

behavioural, ethical, creative and talent development) whilst identifying the 

critical factors for their success and satisfaction. There is little consensus on 

what a standard set of factors, concepts, and variables might be for holistic OL. 
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Many of the analysed OL models, frameworks, and theories, oversimplify the 

multifaceted nature of the learning process in the online context, without due 

consideration for the constraints imposed by the linear perspective associated 

with learning and OL. Consequently, a compelling necessity emerges for the 

development of an encompassing framework that can adequately address the 

intricate complexities intrinsic to the realm of OL. This holistic framework would 

endeavour to embrace a broader perspective, thereby affording a more 

nuanced comprehension of the interplay among diverse factors that significantly 

influence OL experiences. 

• A diverse set of model factors/inputs: There is a need for a framework that 

accounts for the flexibility and innovation in the design of the OL experience, 

with a synergy between pedagogical approaches and tools used, the features 

of the medium, and the possibilities of the Internet. 

• Lack of studies in a K-12 context: Though there is evidence of studies across 

disciplines in HE on the implementation of the reviewed models, there is no 

evidence showing if those frameworks can be used in K-12 education. This 

highlights a significant gap concerning the absence of a comprehensive 

framework within the realm of OL in K-12 education, considering that school 

students differ from HE students; they have different needs, preferences, 

abilities, and goals (Emanuel and Potter, 1992; Tüysüz et al., 2010), and 

different learning systems are in place in schools versus universities. 

• Including learner needs and perspectives: An OL architecture based on the 

perceptions of various stakeholders within the learning ecology, especially the 

students who are the ultimate users of the learning model, is lacking in most of 

the analysed models. 

• Underpinning theoretical perspectives: The reviewed frameworks/models lack 

theoretical underpinning that would ensure their alignment with theories on 

children’s learning and development, and OL theory. 

Due to the incomplete nature of the analysed models and the lack of a 

framework of OL for young learners, I suggest that a new holistic OL framework 



 

68 

for this age group is required - one in which pedagogy is guided by learning 

theories and one that takes into consideration students’ input, while harnessing 

the rich possibilities that technology and Internet connectivity afford. 

I outline next the summary of learning theories and theoretical perspectives I 

examined as part of the literature review, believing that creating a conceptual 

framework of what constitutes an optimal and meaningful OL experience for K-

12 students, necessitates accounting for the learning theory guiding the overall 

OL pedagogy (Khalil and Elkhider, 2016; Wrenn and Wrenn, 2009). The 

summarised theoretical perspectives are included as an additional key 

dimension in the initial framework and titled Mosaic of Theories on Learning.  

2.4.5 Mosaic of Theories on Learning     

Striving for the richness that multiple theories can bring to children’s OL 

experiences, and believing that theories are not mutually exclusive (Wilson and 

Peterson, 2006), the principle of “theoretical mosaic” (Ring et al., 2018) 

underpins the Pedagogy component of the provisional framework. What follows 

are the theoretical principles extrapolated from the mosaic of theories that 

inform young students’ OL: 

• An OL course should be focused on harnessing, protecting and nurturing the 

intrinsic motivation to learn, providing children with the dispositions to become 

lifelong learners. 

• Children should be recognised as competent and confident individuals with an 

innate learning capacity and desire to learn and master the content.  

• Full account of children’s learning must attend to issues that are broader than 

curriculum content alone. 

• The holistic nature of learning should be recognised and provide strategies 

that align the characteristics of technology with learner needs in a nonlinear and 

dynamic learning process. 
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• Teachers consider students’ backgrounds, interests and prior knowledge to 

create authentic and meaningful learning opportunities and build supportive, 

inclusive, productive and stimulating learning environments.  

• High expectations are placed upon students. Educators promote learners’ 

intellectual engagement and self-awareness. Teachers convey high 

expectations for students by setting challenging but achievable goals and 

supporting students in learning whilst being consistent in reinforcing rules and 

protocols. 

• Teachers develop and maintain a culture of growth mindset, motivate and 

empower students to manage their own learning and develop agency. They 

support students to be reflective, questioning, and self-monitoring learners, 

however, supported in regulating and planning aspects of their own learning. 

• The learning supporting higher-order thinking and performance skills is best 

developed through inquiry and investigation, application of knowledge to new 

situations and problems, production of ideas and solutions, and collaborative 

problem-solving. These tasks, in turn, require strong self-regulation and 

metacognitive skills, curiosity, inventiveness, and creativity, resourcefulness, 

perseverance, and resilience in the face of obstacles and uncertainty, and the 

ability to learn independently. These skills are to be nurtured in every student. 

• Teachers explicitly teach relevant knowledge, concepts, attitudes and skills in 

multiple ways to connect new and existing knowledge. They help students 

understand learning tasks, expand their perspectives and recognise 

preconceptions, whilst preparing students to navigate their own learning. 

• A concept of ‘emergent’ curricula is at the heart of the classroom experience – 

the curriculum is flexible, negotiated, and dynamic, based on student needs 

and/or developmental considerations and includes up-to-date information. 

• Individual differences impact children’s learning; therefore, the curriculum 

should enable teachers to account for and support such individual differences. 
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• Classroom climate and relationships have a tangible impact on readiness and 

ability to engage with new learning. The relational aspect of pedagogy remains 

critical.  

• The teacher plays a pivotal role in learning in the classroom, in orchestrating 

learning as well as in creating the learning environment where students ‘belong’ 

and the environment that promotes students’ sense of purpose.  

• The role and influence of parents and local community contexts should be 

recognised and utilised to support children’s learning and development. 

Teachers know their students well and should also be understanding of the 

situations their students’ families may be experiencing, including social and 

economic factors that are part of the various systems.  

• Learning is supported by carefully planned and sequenced content; authentic 

tasks are encouraged and content incrementally builds new knowledge making 

conceptual connections with prior learning. The careful and deliberate practice 

supports the development of new skills and knowledge, while the prior 

development of deep conceptual understanding in a discipline supports 

subsequent critical thinking and problem-solving.  

• Teaching children from an early age to use language to reason together 

through the use of teacher modelling and carefully designed learning activities 

is essential. Language-rich classrooms are prioritised; communication, 

discussion, inquiry, and dialogic inquiry are harnessed and supported in OL 

courses. Teachers should promote the Socratic Method and questioning whilst 

accounting for the diversity of learning preferences and learners’ needs. 

• The benefits of collaborative and peer-to-peer learning are recognised and 

children are explicitly taught how to collaborate and work together. 

• The course should recognise that disciplinary knowledge should not be 

disconnected from its associated skills; learners use knowledge within the 

context of discipline-specific activities and tasks. Furthermore, teachers and 
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students co-design learning that connects to real-world contexts and other 

curriculum areas. 

• The course should consider assessment carefully and be cognisant of the 

importance of blending formal assessment approaches with assessment for 

learning. Flexibility in modes of assessment and learning outcomes, and 

diversity in assessment goes beyond performative evaluation towards the 

development of metacognitive and self-regulation skills over time. 

• Rigorous feedback against individual learning goals, previous performance, 

and curriculum standards informs teaching and learning.  

• Play-based and guided-play activities are valuable learning experiences for 

children and important for children’s healthy development and wellbeing. Play-

based learning in which the teacher is providing formative feedback, 

encourages reflection, extending children’s responses and scaffolding, has the 

potential to foster self-regulation skills, social skills, confidence and 

independence. 

• A democratic classroom is promoted – it incorporates a pedagogy of voice 

and a pedagogy of listening. It is important that children have a voice within the 

curriculum and that their inherent desire to explore and pursue answers to 

questions about the world around them is facilitated. Capturing and including 

children’s voices promotes participation and engagement, which impacts 

positively on learning and students’ holistic development.  

• Creating risk-free learning environments for children, where they are afforded 

opportunities to explore, experiment and discover remains critical. 

• Learning is not a passive exercise; however, active learning should not be 

conflated with ‘busy’ lessons. Viewed through a constructivist lens, the focus 

should be on the child’s thinking while she/he is engaged in the activity.  

• Evidence-based strategies drive teachers’ professional practice improvement 

whilst professional development is also cognisant of local factors.  
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Given the postulate in education to a research-informed teaching profession 

(The Teaching Council, 2011; 2017), and efforts to promote a reflection on 

practice (Cigala, Venturelli and Bassetti, 2019), it is advised that the theoretical 

underpinnings of the curriculum would be considered and contextualised most 

meaningfully at the local level. Thus, in addition to theories or combination of 

theories underpinning a new or redeveloped K-12 online course, it is essential 

to recognise that the application of theoretical understandings at the classroom 

and school level can include ‘locally’ generated theories. Evidence exists to 

show that education informed by empirical studies and reviews, however, 

tailored and contextualised at the school level, can lead to powerful learning in 

K-12 OL (Kennedy, 2010).  

2.4.6 Key Components of the Provisional Framework 

After conducting a comprehensive examination and analysis of nine existing 

influential approaches for designing and evaluating OL, and various and 

relevant literature pertaining to the effectiveness, success, and satisfaction with 

the OL experience, the subsequent dimensions (see Figure 2.17 on the 

following page) have been identified for the tentative framework of young 

students’ OL. These dimensions are deemed pivotal determinants that exert 

notable influence on the realm of OL.  

Additionally, the created framework is proposed as an answer to RQ 1, outlining 

what factors have to be considered when designing, delivering and analysing 

an online course in the K–12 education context as per relevant literature, 

theoretical and conceptual frameworks and models of OL utilised to date.   
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Figure 2.17: Provisional Holistic Framework of OL in Upper Primary or Lower 

Secondary Education 

The reason for using existing models from HE to create the initial conceptual 

framework of online learning, rather than relying on literature that arose from 

the Covid-19 pandemic period, such as the frameworks proposed by Passey 

(2021a), is primarily due to concerns about contextual validity. While literature 

emerging from the pandemic period does identify important factors during a 

massive online use between 2020 and 2022, relying solely on this literature 

might raise questions about the robustness and generalisability of the findings. 

The provisional framework provides a holistic picture of a range of determinants 

assisting the understanding of OL experiences. The framework depicts OL as a 

holistic, dynamic and non‐hierarchical ecosystem (Nardi and O’Day, 2000; 

Uden, Wangsa and Damiani, 2007). Thus, OL principles are holistic in that they 

incorporate twelve equally relevant inputs into the learning experience. These 

twelve dimensions of OL are considered as interlinked and dependent on each 

other, rather than discrete and disconnected.  

Educating the whole-child domain lies at the heart of the initial framework. It 

relates to cognitive, social, emotional, physical, behavioural, ethical, artistic, 
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creative, spiritual and talent development of a student, in addition to inspiring 

self-knowledge, cultivating young people’s reverence for the natural 

environment, and a sense of social justice and compassion (ASCD, 2007; 

Darling-Hammond et al., 2020; Kochhar-Bryant and Heishman, 2010; Miller, 

2008). It serves as the guiding force for two other key dimensions: learning 

processes and learning outcomes. This central dimension further underscores 

the holistic approach to education and shapes the way learning processes are 

designed and the outcomes that learners are expected to achieve. 

The identified twelve major dimensions also include the sub-dimensions 

affecting the understanding of OL as outlined in the Table 2.2 on the following 

page. 
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Table 2.2: Sub-dimensions of the Provisional OLY Framework 

2.4.7 Summary   

Integrating the diverse perspectives already existing in the literature, the initial 

framework presents a conceptual tool for understanding and researching K-12 

students’ OL. A general conclusion is that structures for help and support, and 

building strong relationships and a sense of community are very important 

aspects for K–12 students’ learning and satisfaction (Borup et al., 2019; Borup, 

et al., 2014; Cavanaugh, et al., 2009; Ilomäki and Lakkala, 2020), therefore, the 

initial framework reflects such a perspective. Further, the initial framework 

specifically indicates that emotional and social dimensions of OL should be 

considered for this age group.  

The initial framework also explicitly recognises the use of synchronous and 

asynchronous activities as part of the Course content, design and delivery 

factor, and integrates a summary of theoretical perspectives on learning. As a 

Mosaic of learning theories, this dimension will ensure the alignment of 

instructional practices with learning objectives, engage learners effectively, 

promote meaningful interactions, and facilitate the achievement of desired 

learning outcomes on a journey of educating the whole child.  
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Overall, the provisional framework provided a roadmap for a general 

comprehensive understanding of OL prior to implementing an online course in a 

state-run school in Croatia, aimed at identifying all the relevant dimensions of 

learning online from the students’ experiences. In that respect, the initial 

framework has opened the doors for future research - the empirical study that I 

have undertaken to address the absence of a framework for OL in upper 

primary or lower higher school education that takes into account the views of 

students - the most important stakeholders.       

2.5 Conclusion 

This Chapter had three main foci. Firstly, I presented a general overview of the 

development of OL and its characteristics, discussing the OL and TEL in HE, K-

12 education, and dance. The chapter identified stakeholders, pedagogical 

processes, benefits and challenges of learning online, technological 

implications, different contextual determinants that impact OL acting to promote 

or constrain it, and other factors that have to be considered when designing and 

delivering an online course to meet students’ learning needs. The reviewed 

literature demonstrated that OL environments are similar in function and 

features across disciplines. They emphasise self-directed learning and learner 

autonomy. Further, they provide learners with situational and demand-driven 

content and interactive learning strategies and tools, with educational 

technology influencing how learning occurs and how learners interact with the 

information, resulting in the extensions of the classroom, increased flexibility, 

and anytime/anywhere learning. 

Secondly, I reviewed OL theories and models supporting the practice of OL in 

HE that identify factors pertaining to designing an effective OL experience. Due 

to the great interest in investigating the determinants that lead to the success of 

OL, various models/frameworks have been proposed for understanding, 

designing, implementing and evaluating OL for tertiary education. Nevertheless, 

the existing works focus on some dimensions and related factors, but overlook 

other important ones. Also, I identified a major gap in the literature regarding 

the comprehensive conceptual framework of OL in K-12 education that is 
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pedagogically and theoretically driven but sensitive to the main stakeholders’ 

characteristics, course content and design, technology, conditions that are 

internal to its practice, and external conditions influencing or being influenced 

by online environments (Barbour, 2019; Davies and West, 2014). Thus, the 

review included an examination of a range of theoretical approaches to learning 

for their explanations of determinants of the learning process, practices, and 

pedagogies that can contribute to efficient and satisfying, holistic OL.  

I then presented the development of the initial/provisional conceptual 

framework - a conceptual tool for understanding and researching students’ OL. 

For this purpose, I analysed pre-existing OL approaches, frameworks and 

models, to arrive at twelve dimensions describing and affecting OL for youth. 

The provisional framework clearly identifies the students’ holistic development 

at the centre of OL, with the complexity of OL being understood through the 

metaphor of ecosystem and ecology. As such, it helps trace the non-

hierarchical and complex relationships between the identified elements, each 

playing a role in the success and satisfaction of learners in an OL environment.  

Finally, in agreement with a notion that without a robust learning theory 

foundation to guide or evaluate OL and its effectiveness, the achievement of 

optimal learning outcomes is highly questionable (Cook and Ellaway, 2015; 

McGowan, 2016), in addition to Pedagogy, the provisional framework includes 

the Mosaic of theories dimension. 

To summarise, although OL has existed for more than thirty years and attempts 

at conceptual explanations of OL in HE have been undertaken by leading 

scholars in the field for decades, a theory or a model of OL for K-12 education 

has been unfulfilled (Barbour, 2019). It has been repeatedly argued (Picciano, 

2017; Picciano and Seaman, 2009; Rice, 2006) that there is a need for a 

comprehensive framework for multiple levels of success of OL telling us what in 

OL is to be expected and under what conditions and circumstances for young 

learners. Furthermore, the literature indicates that the views of students - the 

most important stakeholders of education, remain largely under-researched 

(Toppin and Toppin, 2015). In this respect, the empirical study that I have 
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undertaken to learn from students’ experiences of their use of OL, as presented 

in the next Chapter, is expected to be of significant value for the K-12 sector.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology  

3.1 Introduction 

This Chapter presents the empirical study about student learning and the use of 

technology in facilitating it. The Chapter addresses the overall research 

strategy, context of the study, as well as plans for HAD course design and 

implementation.  

I first describe the guiding philosophical stance of this research and my 

ontological and epistemological position. The relationship between these 

interwoven elements of the research process is discussed to demonstrate how 

they inform one another and the reasons to choose each. From there, I identify 

grounded theory (GT) as the methodological framework for the qualitative 

empirical investigation. A definition of GT and a description of the constructivist 

GT approach is given, followed by a justification for its choice. Although GT is a 

well-known method within social science literature, it has its limitations, thus, 

these have also been discussed.  

Next, I have outlined the research questions (RQs) that guided the study. To 

answer the RQs and enhance the understanding of OL for upper primary 

education, I obtained upper primary (13-14 years old) students’ views on OL, its 

stakeholders, instructional processes, course design factors and other related 

details. In this Chapter, I also shared the plan for development and 

implementation of the HAD course, before explaining in greater detail the 

procedures and techniques used to carry out the empirical research - the study 

site and its participants, and data collection and analysis methods. I have also 

discussed the research ethics, my role - the course 

designer/teacher/researcher, issues pertinent to subjectivity or bias, reliability 

and validity of my research, and how these were addressed and overcome.  
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3.2 Research Paradigm, Epistemology, and Ontology Underpinning the 

Study  

In elaborating on the perspectives which guided my research, I was influenced 

by the four interwoven elements of the research process that inform one 

another, as proposed by Crotty (1998): ontology, epistemology, methodology, 

and method (see Figure 3.1).   

           

Figure 3.1: The Hierarchy of Four Elements of Research Process 

As an educator, I understand reality as being context-specific and socially 

constructed through interactions with others, communication, and collaborative 

activities which makes my ontological beliefs - beliefs about the nature of reality 

and the nature of human beings in the world (Levers, 2013), consistent with an 

interpretivist paradigm (Guba and Lincoln, 1994; Patton, 2002). Whereas the 

positivistic approach relates to the viewpoint that there is a universal truth that 

exists to be discovered and tested (Guba and Lincoln, 1994), the interpretative 

paradigm is based on the notion that “different groups of people might see 

things differently” (Denscombe, 2007, p.79). Hence, interpretivism considers 

the importance of multiple meanings (Passey, 2020) and it is concerned with 

the relationship of the interpreter with what is being interpreted (Crotty, 1998). 

The interpreter considers the context of the phenomena strongly, in terms of 

external and internal influences (Charmaz, 2006), which presupposes 
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understanding something in its context (Denzin and Lincoln, 1994; Crotty, 

1998). 

Social scientists agree that human action can be rendered meaningful only by 

relating it to the contexts in which it takes place; i.e., “the meaning and 

consequences of a behaviour pattern will vary with the contexts in which it 

occurs” (Gouldner, 1955, p.12). As this quote implies and conventional wisdom 

holds, context acts in myriad ways, influencing cognitions, emotions, and 

behaviours, and shaping how these outcomes are perceived and interpreted by 

others (Barrett, Mesquita, and Smith, 2010). The influence of the context is 

taken into consideration in this study too, due to my belief that an individual’s 

understanding of reality is relative to their context and experience (Kivunja and 

Kuyini, 2017). 

Further, interpretivism as a philosophical position necessarily implies a relativist 

stance that emphasises that the diversity of interpretations that can be applied 

to the world (Hugly and Sayward, 1987). In this way, knowledge is considered 

to be a construct rather than providing a truth. Accordingly, knowledge through 

interpretation of a studied phenomenon is itself a construct too rather than 

something to be identified (Charmaz, 2006). Considering that the world that is 

studied is understood as a product of human participation and negotiation, the 

methods used for studying that changing world need to be sensitive to its 

dynamic properties (Willig, 2013). This led me to think about young students in 

my study, in the sense that they are likely to have different sets of beliefs, 

different knowledge and understandings to my own. Social constructivism as an 

epistemological lens acknowledges this diversity and it assumes that meaning 

is made through the individual’s understanding of the world which is central to 

how we understand ourselves and others (Creswell, 2007). Another assumption 

is that learners construct understandings by interacting with information, tools, 

and materials, and by collaborating with other learners and reflecting, with a 

meaningful, active learning taking place in complex, multi-modal environments 

in which the learner plays an active role in constructing knowledge (Hannafin et 

al., 1992; Jonassen et al., 1999). Therefore, in this research, the social 

constructivist paradigm as a way to gain knowledge of reality and explore its 
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meaning, facilitated the understanding of the upper primary students’ 

experiences and expectations of OL.  

The previously described considerations relating to ontology - the nature of 

reality, and epistemology - considerations of the ways of knowing (Sarantakos, 

2005), were taken into account and guided methodological decision-making in 

this research.  

3.3 Why Grounded Theory? 

Once I recognised my own ontological position - that the world consists of 

multiple individual realities and multiple meanings ascribed to OL practices -  

social constructivism was seen as a good epistemological fit to explore the 

complexities of a learning environment in which many variables interact. At a 

concrete level, OL processes and meanings attached to it may look varied, and 

it was argued that is questionable whether one can generalise the experience 

and impact of the learning model as a whole (Lockee, Moore, and Burton, 

2001). Nevertheless, I thought that there might be some overarching 

conceptual foundation for these different manifestations of the practice. It 

seemed that looking for a common ground by gathering first-hand accounts of 

OL from K-12 students may offer the potential to generate a conceptual 

understanding of OL for young learners through the analysis of the participant 

narratives; something which started to sound like the concepts found in the 

constructivist GT (CGT) method (Bryant and Charmaz, 2007; Charmaz, 2006; 

Morse et al., 2016). However, since this inquiry did not aim to seek evidence in 

support of an established theory, it is the theory generation aspect of GT that 

was initially appealing and drew me to use a GT approach; with the accent on 

‘small t’ theory, with less ambition than a ‘grand theory’, and more authenticity 

and ‘groundedness’ (Weed, 2017).  

GT is defined in the literature as “a qualitative research method that uses a 

systematised set of procedures to develop and inductively derive GT about a 

phenomenon” (Strauss and Corbin, 1990, p.24). It emerged as a widely-used 

research approach across the social sciences as it gives researchers the 
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flexibility to develop, test, and strengthen theory from their research data “that 

was faithful to and illuminated the area under study” (Strauss and Corbin, 1990, 

p.24). It has further significance because, although the constructs in a GT are 

appropriately abstract, they are context-specific, detailed, and tightly connected 

to the data (Palmer, 2019). Lastly, GT has been considered effective when 

applied to complex phenomena that are difficult to quantify, such as the 

learning environment (Bytheway, 2018). 

The “classic GT” was founded and described by Glaser and Strauss (1967). 

Ontologically, of all strands of GT, the classical GT is the strand most strongly 

underpinned by objectivism and closest to positivist approaches (Timonen, 

Foley and Conlon, 2018). Later, Strauss and Corbin (1998/2014) remodelled 

the classic GT as they adopted different philosophical and methodological 

perspectives from those of Glaser (Mills et al., 2006). Their version of GT 

(Strauss and Corbin, 1990/2015) has objectivist underpinnings - an 

understanding that there is an objective, external reality which can be 

discovered by the researcher and reported on (Charmaz, 2000; 2013). 

However, Corbin’s recent editions (Corbin and Strauss, 2008; 2014) endorse 

more heavily the reflexive role of the researcher and soften the application of 

technical procedures as outlined in previous editions of the Strauss and Corbin 

method (Charmaz, 2013). 

Charmaz (2000) built on the ‘Straussian GT approach’ forming the most recent 

“constructivist GT” version (Charmaz, 2000; 2006; 2014; Morse et al., 2016). 

Where classical GT asserts that theory emerges from data and is drawn out by 

the researcher in their role as a detached yet reflexive scientific observer, the 

CGT fully implicates the researcher in generating data and theory. The CGT 

argues that categories and theories do not emerge from the data, but are 

constructed by the researcher through an interaction with the data (Charmaz, 

1990; 2000; 2002; 2006).  

As Charmaz argued, “the discovery process consists of discovering the ideas 

the researcher [emphasis in original] has about the data after interacting with it” 

(1990, p. 1169). As a result, the theory produced constitutes one particular 
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reading of the data rather than the only truth about the data (Willig, 2013). 

Nevertheless, the close attention that constructionist grounded theorists give to 

their research problems, allows them to move from local worlds to a more 

general conceptual level. It builds the foundations for abstract understanding of 

particular sites and situations that they qualify according to particular temporal, 

social, and situational conditions (Charmaz, 2008). 

Overall, a CGT approach requires that six basic elements are present in the 

research process: 

• Data are simultaneously gathered and analysed; 

• Analytic categories (codes) are constructed from the data, rather than 

from a hypothesis deduced prior to data-gathering; 

• Comparison of data is undertaken at every stage; 

• Theory development remains constant throughout each stage of data 

gathering and analysis; 

• Researchers keep notes and memos of the categories under creation; 

and 

• Sampling is chosen to aid the construction of theory rather than to 

represent a given population (Charmaz, 2006). 

Whilst GT still maintains many of the traditional stages of research, the process 

of the GT method is not entirely linear (Egan, 2002). This means that data 

collected from the participants determine what is explored, the literature that is 

researched, and the number of interviews conducted with the participants in the 

study (Chiovitti and Piran, 2003).  

In my study, data were collected through a single qualitative method – in-

depth/intensive, semi-structured interviews, and analysed using the CGT 

methodology. Through detailed interviewing, I hoped to come close to the 

participant’s perspective and capture their point of view and experience 
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(Hallberg, 2006). When adopted in a CGT approach, following Miller and 

Glassner’s (2011) logic, the interviews are regarded not as a mean to see a 

mirror reflection of the OL experiences of participants, but as an approach to 

access the meanings students attribute to the phenomenon and their 

experience of it. Accordingly, my research focused on the achievement of 

understanding as opposed to the demonstration of truth, i.e., on description and 

interpretation (Weed, 2017).  

The following RQs led my investigation: 

RQ 1: What factors/inputs must be considered when designing, delivering and 

analysing an online course in the K–12 education context as per relevant 

literature, theoretical and conceptual frameworks and models of OL utilised to 

date? 

RQ 2: What are upper primary students’ needs and preferences regarding OL 

through the studied History and Appreciation of Dance (HAD) online module?  

RQ 3: What is the conceptual understanding of OL in upper primary education 

stemming from the upper primary students’ experiences in the HAD online 

module? 

 RQ 4: Based on RQ 1, RQ 2 and RQ 3 - How can online learning experiences 

of upper primary or lower high school age students (13-14 years) be 

conceptualised and integrated into a holistic framework of OL for youth (OLY)? 

The proposed RQs were designed to achieve a balance between the analysis 

and summary of the findings obtained from the review of existing literature, and 

the students’ perspectives revealed in the empirical study. Further, these types 

of questions – ‘what’ and ‘how’ questions, are well suited to explore phenomena 

in qualitative rather than quantitative research (Merriam, 2009) - the choice that 

was in line with my ontological and epistemological perspective. Thus, the 

interpretivist perspective that I embraced is implicit in the chosen research 

methodology and my research questions, and the subsequent research data 

collection and analysis methods.  
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Generally, I was interested in identifying the characteristics of OL and issues 

that need to be addressed for young learners undertaking a course online, 

rather than providing a judgement about the suitability of OL for K-12 students. 

Further, the context of the specific course that was analysed was a general 

history and appreciation of dance course, hence it relates to social science 

courses in general. I hoped to identify what factors have to be considered when 

designing and delivering an online course, and provide a conceptual 

underpinning for future practices, addressing the rising recognition that such a 

model is needed (Bonbright et al., 2004; Gingrasso, 2020; Risner, 2010). The 

absence of a conceptual/theoretical perspective on OL for youth adds to the 

rationale for choosing a GT approach. 

Cohen et al. (2011), Maxwell (2005), and Denzin and Lincoln (1994) argue that 

defining the specific purpose of research constitutes the ground to begin to 

design a research study. The purpose of my research was to explore and 

provide a comprehensive understanding of the OL experience, and create a 

holistic conceptual framework of OL for youth. The CGT approach has enabled 

me to develop a multi-grounded theory (Goldkuhl and Lind, 2010), i.e., a multi-

grounded conceptual framework in which the understanding of OL is framed 

within: 

1. the provisional OLY framework - pre-existing theories selected for the 

theorised phenomena - theoretical grounding; and  

2. subjective framework - an understanding of OL from upper primary students’ 

experiences – empirical grounding in the empirical data.   

Thus, an additional justification for choosing CGT is in matching the 

methodology to the specific purpose of my study.   

3.4 Five Phases of the Research 

The CGT methodology was applied in five phases, presented in iterative steps, 

to address the specific purpose of my research: 
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• Phase 1: Review of the literature – Within CGT, the researcher is encouraged 

to become familiar with the literature prior to data collection. In this phase, 

scientific literature on the subject was analysed, stimulating my theoretical 

sensitivity (Charmaz, 2014; Urquhart, 2014). This necessitated having an open-

minded attitude towards ‘why OL is the way it is’ as per existing perspectives, 

however, without imposing the literature on the data when working with the 

generation of categories and the parallel grounding process of relating the 

findings to existing knowledge (Charmaz, 2006). 

• Phase 2: Initial/provisional conceptual framework development. From the 

analysis of nine selected influential OL models and theories, I created the 

provisional conceptual OLY framework. The pre-existing theory and knowledge 

provided the context for my findings, as ignoring it there was a risk of 

‘reinventing the wheel’. As suggested by Morse (1994): “the theory obtained 

from the literature is a template for comparison so that the researcher may 

recognise what is new when something new and exciting is discovered” (p. 27). 

Thus, the provisional framework provided a roadmap for a general 

comprehensive understanding of OL prior to identifying all the relevant 

dimensions of learning online from the students’ experiences. 

• Phase 3: Empirical study data generation. Data were collected through in-

depth interviews and the theoretical sampling technique in which one ‘unit’ of 

studied data guided the selection of the following. This process continued until 

theoretical saturation was achieved - a moment in the research when the 

generated codes are robust and no new categories are identified (Glaser and 

Strauss, 1967). The interviews were transcribed as the research progressed. 

• Phase 4: Data analysis in three phases. The open coding phase consisted of 

the generation of codes on the data of the transcribed interviews, illuminating 

the characteristics, processes and circumstances of OL. Selective and 

theoretical coding constituted a level of greater abstraction in the analysis in 

which the data were categorised, synthesised, and organised, achieving the 

development of the dimensions, properties, and core categories. It is important 

to note that the process of CGT is not linear; between phases 3, 4, and 5 there 
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is a back-and-forth process of constant comparison and analysis (Kenny and 

Fourie, 2014). 

• Phase 5: Theoretical integration. Phase five overlaps with previous phases of 

the research and extends until the end of the research. It consists of the 

process of linking the developing theory with other theories in the same or other 

fields of study (Urquhart, 2014). This is the stage in which the researcher 

returns to the literature to integrate their results with the body of scientific 

knowledge. During the theoretical integration phase, I revised the initial 

framework and blended it with the results of the empirical study – the subjective 

framework.  

The CGT applied in five phases has allowed me to both recognise prior 

knowledge and immerse myself in the research setting and the data gathered 

from it, to gain rich and nuanced insight into a multi-layered phenomenon of OL. 

There is, however, an array of methodologies that can be used to study human 

experiences. Whilst ethnography is a process of describing and interpreting a 

culture-sharing group, and a case study develops an in-depth description and 

analysis of a case or multiple cases (Creswell and Poth, 2018), the central goal 

of a GT study is to explain a process or action, and is based on the real, first-

hand experience of the phenomenon under investigation (Charmaz, 2000). The 

result of a CGT study is a narrative, including categories, told by the researcher 

with a focus on understanding of social processes (Hallberg, 2006). Thus, “it 

does not have the freeze-frame approach common in phenomenological 

analysis and traditional ethnography” (Padgett, 2017, p. 34). Additionally, the 

reason why I chose CGT rather than phenomenology, for example, is because 

phenomenology would have identified the essence of experience but it would 

not enable me to construct a conceptual framework from merging the data with 

the initial framework. On the other hand, CGT supports researchers in 

understanding and exploring people’s perceptions and constructions of 

phenomenon that “reflect their understandings of their experiences as well as 

the diverse situations in which they have them” (Charmaz, 1990, p. 1161), 

enabling researchers to develop a theory which offers an explanation and 

understanding about the phenomenon (Chun, Birks and Francis, 2019).  
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3.5 Limitations of Grounded Theory 

The most widely raised criticism of the GT method concerns its epistemological 

roots (Willig, 2013). It has been argued that GT subscribes to a positivist 

epistemology and that it sidesteps questions of reflexivity whilst insufficient 

attention is paid to the role of the researcher (Thomas and James, 2006; Willig, 

2013). The original purpose of GT was to allow new theories to emerge from 

data. The use of the term ‘emergence’ (of categories/theory) and ‘discovery’ 

used in the classic GT approach and the Straussian GT versions, suggest that 

the researcher uncovers something that is already there (Thomas and James, 

2006; Willig, 2013). The concept of ‘emergence’ presupposes that “the 

researcher is like a midwife who delivers the fully formed baby” (Willig, 2013, p. 

44), and in that way plays down the creative role of the researcher in the 

research process. It has been argued, therefore, that such a view of the 

research process in GT (heavily influenced by a positivist epistemology), is not 

compatible with qualitative methodology (Willig, 2013).  

Also, the concept of induction is deemed problematic and the assumption that 

the data speaks for itself (Willig, 2013). The critics of positivism have argued 

convincingly that all observations are made from a particular perspective; that 

is, they are standpoint-specific (Palmer, 2019) and whatever ‘emerges’ from a 

field through observation, depends on the observer’s position within it. As Dey 

(1999) puts it, “even if we accept the (doubtful) proposition that categories are 

discovered, what we discover will depend in some degree on what we are 

looking for” (p. 104).  

Nevertheless, the CGT (Charmaz, 1990; 2000; 2002; 2006) acknowledges the 

epistemological limitations of purely inductivist reasoning and recognises the 

active role of the researcher in the research process. Charmaz rejects the 

claims of disinterestedness and objectivity present in earlier versions of GT, 

noting that “the myth of silent authorship is false but reassuring” (Charmaz and 

Mitchell, 1996, p. 299). In CGT, categories and theories do not emerge from the 

data but are constructed by the researcher through interaction with the data 

(Charmaz, 1990; 2000; 2002; 2006). In other words, categories can never 
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“capture the essence of a concept in its entirety” (Dey 1999, p. 66), and they do 

not simply emerge from the data because they do not exist before the process 

of categorisation. Rather, they are constructed by the researcher during the 

research process.  

The notion of ‘theory’ and generalisation has been another focus in the critique 

of GT. Thomas and James (2006) challenged the need to call these forms of 

inquiry ‘grounded theory’, asking why GT is ‘theory’, and arguing that for 

describing what happens in research, the use of the term ‘theory’ only confuses 

what is going on. The claim for GT actually to be ‘theory’ raises questions about 

what is theory, what is demanded and expected of theory, and why people call 

their methods-for-making-sense - ‘theory’. The issue of what theory might be in 

qualitative inquiry is a sensitive one (see Woods, 1992; Passey, 2020), since 

the word ‘theory’ has taken a wide variety of meanings, particularly in 

educational discourse. It can mean systems of evolving explanation, personal 

reflection, orienting principle, epistemological presupposition, developed 

argument, and craft knowledge (Chambers, 1992; Scheffler, 1967; Thomas, 

1997). Kaplan (1964) argues that it is possible to see theory to be about: (a) 

inspiration involving patterning or accommodation; and (b) explanation and 

prediction. In its former, looser sense it is principally about bringing ideas 

together, while in its latter, tighter form, it adheres to positivist and functionalist 

expectations about explanation (Thomas and James, 2006). Thus, to the 

question ‘How does the grounded theory explain?’ the answer and a critique 

has been, ‘It doesn’t’, because the GT is about “understanding before 

explanation” (Ricoeur, 1970, p. 33). Nevertheless, on both counts, theory as 

discovery and theory as part of an explanatory exercise, GT was criticised for 

failing to live up to the expectations because it is unsatisfied with ‘mere’ 

understanding (Thomas and James, 2006).  

Thomas and James (2006) hold that there is a paradox in grounded theorists’ 

continuing strivings for the explanation, claiming that we all see links, discover 

patterns, make generalisations, create explanatory propositions (or weak 

theory), and that ‘theory’ is emerging out of our experience all the time, and this 

is all ‘empirical.’ They argue that the problem comes when too much is claimed 
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for it because it is empirical, and problems come in distinguishing generalisation 

from overgeneralisation, narrative from induction (Thomas and James, 2006). 

In that respect, MacIntyre (1981) suggests that social science’s generalisations 

are not generalisations in any meaningful sense: “they are not genuinely of the 

form ‘For all x and some y if x has property f, then y has property y,’ but we 

cannot say of them in any precise way under what conditions they hold” (p. 91). 

Thus, it was argued that GT has yet to make a case that its kind of theory 

possesses characteristics of induction in the way that natural scientists’ theories 

may.  

Charmaz (2008) offered the resolution of these tensions between explanation 

and understanding by giving the following guideline: instead of aiming to 

achieve parsimonious explanations and generalisations devoid of context, the 

goal is to aim for an interpretive understanding of the studied phenomenon that 

accounts for context. Indeed, when social constructionists (see Bryant, 2002; 

Charmaz, 2000; 2002; 2005; 2006; Clarke, 2003; 2005; 2006; Henwood and 

Pidgeon, 2003; Willig, 2001) combine their attention to context, action, and 

interpretation with GT analytic strategies, they can produce dense analyses 

with explanatory power as well as conceptual understanding (Charmaz, 2008).  

Charmaz offers definition of theory in which theory “emphasizes interpretation 

and gives abstract understanding greater priority than an explanation” 

(Charmaz, 2014, p. 230). Such theory provides an analytic handle on a specific 

experience (Charmaz, 2008); it “brings in the subjectivity of the actor and may 

recognize the subjectivity of the researcher” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 231). Further, 

CGTs are situated in their social, historical, local, and interactional contexts. 

Thus, whilst it can be argued that ‘middle range,’ ‘weak,’ and ‘proto-scientific’ 

theories do not explain, they help us to understand, and understanding is a no 

less worthy ambition (Thomas and James, 2006).  

Finally, GT is often criticised for the intense labour involved in analysis 

(Fassinger, 2005). It was suggested that a preoccupation with method makes 

researchers almost more concerned with the method than the message 

(Andreski, 1972). However, the specific procedures in a GT methodology 
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provide a rigorous yet productive means for developing a conceptual 

perspective from the data. In this study, the data were gathered from multiple 

intensive interviews with diverse individuals which have helped me comprehend 

the world of young online learners. It is believed that such understanding, one 

acquired by following the recipes for ways of doing research as outlined in the 

CGT, is valid (Thomas and James, 2006), and I felt unconstrained by data 

collection, use, and analysis.   

3.6 Empirical Study  

3.6.1 Insider Research: Role of the Researcher  

I acted as both the researcher and the person who ran the HAD online course. 

This means that the research is conducted as insider research, which presents 

both useful opportunities and significant challenges (Saidin, 2017). Bonner and 

Tolhurst (2002) argue that an insider will be able to better understand an issue, 

allow the flow of social interaction, and obtain true results as they can relate 

well to the participants. Speaking the same language, understanding the local 

values and taboos, knowing the formal/informal power structure, having easy 

access to the research site and records, obtaining permission to conduct the 

research, and being able to define the researcher’s role to participants, are 

some of the additional advantages of being an insider-researcher that have 

been discussed (Herrmann, 1989; Tedlock, 2000). The participants may be 

more prepared to “open up” and express their thoughts, and as good rapport is 

already established, more in-depth data could be gathered (Fleming, 2018, p. 

314). However, possible overlooking certain routine behaviours, making 

assumptions about the meanings of events and not seeking clarification, 

assuming he/she knows participants’ views and issues, participants assuming 

teacher-researcher already knows what they know, and closeness to the 

situation, may all hinder the researcher from seeing the bigger picture (Rooney, 

2005; Sikes and Potts, 2008).  

Chavez (2008), nevertheless, claims that the insider-outsider distinction is a 

false dichotomy. It was argued that both insider and outsider researchers are 

confronted with multiple challenges, such as the situated knowledge they 
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possess as a result of their position (Fleming, 2018). Further, in some cases, it 

is possible for the researcher to move along the insider-outsider continuum 

during the study (Hellawell, 2006). Therefore, Mehra (2002) claims that true 

neutrality does not exist: “a researcher’s personal beliefs and values are 

reflected not only in the choice of methodology and interpretation of findings, 

but also in the choice of a research topic. In other words, what we believe in, 

determines what we want to study” (para. 2). Accordingly, a researcher can 

only be more or less aware of their innate personal biases.  

Knowing that bias can occur during study design, implementation, data analysis 

and publication (Pannucci and Wilkins, 2010), I confronted my own blind spots. 

I was aware that I must be fully authentic in my interactions with my participants 

and “honour the consequences of acting with genuineness” (Glesne, 2016, p. 

105). 

During the process of the interview, the researcher and participant give and 

take from each other; the complexity of the area of interest being explored 

becomes apparent, and in turn, gains density as the conversation about 

meaning ensues (Mills, Bonner and Francis, 2006). The interview, therefore, 

becomes “the site for the construction of knowledge, and clearly, the researcher 

and informant produce this knowledge together” (Hand, 2003, p.17).  

Equally so, it was important to address a potential bias in interpreting the data 

resulting from the research I carried out. I was aware that my relationship with 

the organisation could impact some aspects of the research (Saidin, 2017) and 

that the children’s responses may be influenced as they knew I was doing 

research. Epistemologically, constructivists believe that “it is impossible to 

separate the inquirer from the inquired into. It is precisely their interaction that 

creates the data that will emerge from the inquiry” (Guba and Lincoln, 1989, 

p.88). Therefore, I examined my own judgments, practices, and belief systems, 

I questioned my own assumptions by engaging in memoing during interviews, 

as soon as possible after an interview, and during data analysis. Additionally, 

analysis of the children’s responses carries the risk of misinterpretation of data.  
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Data collected from children through the lens of an adult may include adult bias 

– it was argued that the adult perspective might change the central essence 

and meaning of the children’s data (Bastien and Holmarsdottir, 2015). To 

address a potential bias in interpreting the data, I ensured I did not assume that 

children were the same as adults in their responses (Morrow and Richards, 

1996). During the analysis, no particular student’s views were privileged over 

those of others; and data analysis included a process of constant comparison 

between accounts of each participant, to uncover similarities and differences 

which were subsequently highlighted. With respect to these challenges, in my 

memos, I examined how my emotional investment in the researcher-participant 

relationship influenced my role as a teacher/researcher, and outlined the 

difficulties I encountered in managing appropriate boundary relationships with 

participants’ comments and the researcher’s (my own) thoughts during the 

interview.  

As a checking device, Seibold (cited in Reinharz and Davidman, 1992) provides 

the constructivist grounded theorist with a series of consciousness-raising 

questions to provoke thinking about the power differentials that might exist in a 

research relationship, and ensure a conscious, ongoing commitment to 

participant-driven research: ‘How is this [person] like me? How [are they] not 

like me? How are these similarities and differences played out in our 

interaction? How is that interaction affecting the course of the research? How is 

it illuminating or obscuring the research problem?’ In asking these questions of 

myself, I was cognisant of adopting a non-judgemental stance towards students 

I was listening to and resisted the urge to assign values to participants’ 

responses or to the participants themselves.  

Additionally, researchers are advised to illuminate their membership in the 

communities they study (Angrosino, 2005). Holding ‘membership’ in a group 

does not denote complete sameness within that group. Likewise, not being a 

member of a group does not denote a complete difference. It seems 

paradoxical, then, that we would endorse binary alternatives that unduly narrow 

the range of understanding and experience (Dwyer and Buckle, 2009).  



 

96 

It must also be acknowledged that language is a human social construct and 

that, no matter how reflexive researchers are, they can never objectively 

describe something as it is. As individuals, we can never objectively describe 

reality (Dubois, 2015). Further, no matter how critically reflective and reflexive 

one is, aspects of the self can be missed, not known, or deliberately hidden - 

see for example, Luft and Ingham’s (1961) The Johari window that explains the 

“blind area” known to others but not to oneself and the “hidden area”, not known 

to others and not known to oneself. As is clear, there are always areas of 

ourselves that we are not aware of. 

Charmaz and Bryant (2011) argue that in order to get close to the phenomenon 

being studied, the researcher locates herself inside, acknowledging her 

influence on the research process with an awareness of possible multiple 

realities and a need for reflexivity. Understanding the necessity of remaining 

reflexive, I examined the potential benefits of my insider positioning for 

establishing rapport with the students. I did my best to minimise my biases by 

trying to clarify the research process and my role while writing the thesis 

(Unluer, 2012). With my background as a professional dancer and then a 

teacher across diverse educational contexts - from pre-primary to primary and 

vocational students, undergraduates and graduates and professional dancers, I 

have always engaged in much self-reflection, and I continued to do so in my 

research. I recognise that researchers are not neutral or detached observers 

but are embedded within social, cultural, and historical contexts that influence 

their perspectives. Indeed, a researcher’s knowledge is always based on his or 

her positionality (Mullings, 1999). Therefore, engaging in constructivist inquiry 

required me to analyse the interaction that occurred between the researcher, 

myself, and the inquired (Mills, Bonner and Francis, 2006). Memoing allowed 

me to critically reflect on my own biases, engage in respectful and ethical 

research practices, and produce findings that are sensitive to the complexities 

and diversity of human experiences. Further, my worldview concerning 

ontological and epistemological assumptions, and assumptions about human 

nature and agency (the way we interact with our environment and relate to it), 

were explained in Chapter 3 where I discuss the relationship between ontology, 
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epistemology and methodological decisions in my study.  Finally, checking the 

interpretations with the participants and detailed descriptions of the study 

setting also maximised the research rigour (Patton, 2002; Smyth and Holian, 

2008). 

3.6.2 The Site  

The dance department of the public primary school “Vezica” in Rijeka, Croatia 

(primary education in Croatia lasts for 8 years with students attending from the 

age of 7 to the age of 14 years), was assessed as the most appropriate in 

terms of accessibility. Having taught at the school for ten years and acted as e-

Learning development co-ordinator for dance, allowed me to use personal 

contacts with the school principal to explore research opportunities. The site 

qualification visit determined the site’s ability to conduct the research by 

completing the Site Selection Survey. It verified the availability of the population 

needed, adequate staff training and experience, and demonstrated enthusiasm 

and readiness. Other contributing site selection factors were also met: site 

resources, obligations, research timeline adherence, and institutional support 

for research. The potential for open dialogue about expectations and 

challenges was also critical in the site assessment.  

Together with its dance department, “Vezica” is dedicated to consistently 

improving the quality of its programmes. As a nationally top-ranked and award-

winning school for combining traditional and TEL offerings, the institution has in 

place the Digital Vezica initiative for a decade now, and has been a pioneer in 

effective educational technology policy implementation. Since 2014, as a result 

of my employment in the school from 2007 until 2017 and my interest in TEL, 

technology use has been promoted in the school’s dance department as well. 

Students’ experiences of diverse implemented TEL initiatives was very positive, 

thus, their exposure to educational technology (EdTech) was taken into account 

when I started planning the research and was one of the contributing site 

selection factors in addition to institution climate. I also considered other 

unknown sites, however, only “Vezica” fulfilled all of the essential site 

requirements. 



 

98 

A preliminary assessment of initial interest took place months ahead of the start 

of the project. An email briefly outlining the aims and requirements of the study 

was sent to the principal and circulated amongst fifteen, year four, students. 

The school, students, and their parents supported the initiative and were willing 

to participate. When approached, the administration was appreciative of the 

school being included in the study that looks into students’ OL experiences, 

whilst offering curriculum development through the creation of the History and 

Appreciation of Dance (HAD) course - a new subject on the programme to be 

studied online. The school found this especially relevant following the outbreak 

of COVID-19 and the sudden extensive use of online environments in 

education. Understanding what OL reality means for young students, and how 

an OL model can produce outstanding learning experiences for youth, was 

considered a worthwhile exploration by the school.  

3.6.3 Participant Selection   

The sample was chosen to gain a range of perspectives from individuals with 

knowledge or experience of a phenomenon (Means et al., 2009) that has not 

been sufficiently investigated for this group of learners. Since the study 

attempted to generate a ‘general’ conceptual framework of K-12 OL, as such it 

neither precluded nor suggested any particular K-12 state-run school. I believed 

that any group of primary/upper primary learners have the potential to provide 

answers to the questions set out to guide this research. The research questions 

focus on the perceptions K-12 students have about OL; they presuppose the K-

12 stage of learning, but not any specific competence of learners. What the 

research required was simply a group of students of that age, engaged in OL to 

study a course, to explore the resulting students’ experiences. Thus, the 

selected individuals, i.e., the group of upper primary students (13 and 14 years 

old), were approached with the goal of them being able to provide the new 

insights for understanding common features and meanings ascribed to OL.  

Both convenience and purposive sampling approaches (Patton, 2002) were 

used to select subjects. Additionally, theoretical sampling was used in the later 

stage of the study to collect the views of participants already interviewed, which 
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is explained in greater depth in one of the following sections. Convenience 

sampling was used because of convenient accessibility, i.e., quick and easy 

access to young students from my population of interest. On the other hand, 

purposive sampling was chosen to include participants who met specific criteria 

and represented a range of perspectives. Flick (2009) argued that the process 

of purposeful selection allows a researcher to “select individuals, groups and so 

on according to their (expected) level of new insights for the developing theory” 

(p.118). This group of learners (see Table 3.1) was purposefully selected 

because they were the oldest students in the primary school Vezica (13 and 14 

years old, grade 4 students), and the plan was to provide the HAD course in 

grade four in future, ensuring the curriculum reflects national educational goals 

for the first developmental cycle (the first four grades of primary school).  

 

Table 3.1: List of Student Participants 

All fifteen (15) year four (final year) students (ages 13 to 14 years), were asked 

to take part in the 6-week pilot HAD course. Boyd’s (2001) position is that 

participants ranging from 2 to 10 are enough to make a qualitative study 

saturated. In addition, the selection of the sample of 15 participants was in line 
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with the purpose of my research which was to gain the depth of the research 

findings (Patton, 2002). Finally, the number of participants ensured that the 

quantity of data for analysis is kept to a manageable size (Birks, Hoare and 

Mills, 2019; Sharp et al., 2020). 

3.7 The Implementation Procedure of a 6-week Pilot Online HAD Course   

Survey of ICT skills  

Prior to the commencement of the HAD course, the students completed a pre-

course Self-Assessment of ICT Skills survey. The purpose of the survey was to 

guide the development and delivery of participant pre-course training, and 

identify gaps in knowledge that had to be addressed. 

Pre-course training  

Two 60-minute-long introductory sessions that covered principles of OL were 

delivered by myself and the school’s IT teacher. This introduction provided a 

common grounding for all learners making sure that they are able to follow the 

course. 

3.7.1 The HAD Course: Course Setup and Design   

The HAD course - a theoretical subject on a practice-based dance programme - 

was offered in the fall of 2020 during the academic year 2020/21, to a group of 

fifteen grade-four students (ages 13 to 14 years). The course was custom-

made by myself - the course designer and school guest teacher, since no 

readily available content was found. It combined mostly asynchronous OL with 

some synchronous meetings, and it was hosted on a Moodle-based platform 

Loomen 2 (see Image 3.1) – the government-approved online course 

management system used in Croatian public schools. Students accessed the 

content on their laptops or mobile devices using their home Internet connection. 
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Image 3.1: The Government-approved Learning Management System Loomen  

The course was designed at the intersection of technology integration, 

pedagogy grounded in educational theories about learning and teaching, 21st-

century skills, and guidelines by the Croatian Ministry of Education in the 

Croatian National Curriculum Framework for Pre-school Education and General 

Compulsory and Secondary Education (MSES, 2010), that specify what is 

expected for all students to know and be able to do within the dance content 

area. To use technology in a successful way for OL, the reviewed literature 

(Chapter 2) and the provisional conceptual framework provided background 

and contextual information about K-12 OL and teaching. Additionally, a broad 

range of relevant literature on designing OL courses and learning design was 

analysed to identify common themes (Bentley, Selassie, and Shegunshi, 2012; 

Callahan, Saye, and Brush, 2013; Chickering and Gamson, 1987; Cook and 

Dupras, 2004; Gedik, Kiraz, and Ozden, 2013; Grant and Thornton, 2007; Lee 
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and Dashew, 2011; Lister, 2014; Quality Matters, 2019). Finally, I adopted a 

‘theoretical mosaic’ approach to ground pedagogical design decisions in 

different schools of thought about learning.  

The course was structured around learning outcomes, video lectures, reading 

materials, formative assessments, and assignments organised into 6 Units of 

Study (see Figure 3.2). 

 

Figure 3.2: Visual Outline of Course Structure  

I planned, developed, and delivered comprehensive content for the 6-week 

HAD course. For each Unit of Study, I recorded a 20 - 30-minute video-lecture 

and posted it on Loomen VLE. Students were then able to watch the videos on 

the VLE or/and download the files. Video-lectures were engaging students in 

activities to echo the time students would spend in a 45-minute traditional class 

session. Each week a new Unit was available to the students, covering a 

specific topic to realise particular learning outcomes (see Image 3.2 on the 

following page).  
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Image 3.2: An Example of the Units of Study on Loomen  

The course covered dance history and appreciation concepts, with the aim of 

improving preservation, access, sharing, reach, and engagement with the 

academic/theoretical content in the study of dance. Lessons varied in modality 

and interactivity, and educational technology was used for knowledge 

acquisition, application, transfer, co-creation and for reflection (see Image 3.3 

on the following page). 
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Image 3.3: The HAD Units of Study on Loomen  

The videos showed a sequence of Microsoft PowerPoint slides and embedded 

text, pictures, music, video and links to additional content, with a synchronised 

video and audio recording of the teacher’s lecture. To record the videos, I used 

Microsoft PowerPoint (PPT) video-recording and editing software. In addition to 

the time required to prepare for the lecture before recording, I spent 

approximately the same time recording the video that I would have spent to 

present the lecture in class without student interaction. Besides the time it took 

to design the course, record and upload the online video lectures, the 

researcher/teacher in the online HAD course put an additional between four 

and eight hours a week, or about 1.5 hours daily, into running the course. 

The forms of interaction involved from the researcher/teacher in the online HAD 

course included: 1) reading and responding to emails and Viber chat group 
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interactions; 2) reading, participating in online discussions and other activities in 

the course; 3) giving feedback on assignments; 4) posting new information after 

the course had been fully designed and was live in response to contemporary 

events and student needs/interests; 5) calling attention to relevant material 

outside the course as needed; 6) mediating student interactions, participation, 

and questions about the course; 7) scheduling Zoom meetings to discuss 

individual student progress in the class; and 8) class management - such as 

sending out reminders of assignments that were due, grouping/pairing of 

students for team projects. 

Pedagogical design   

I reviewed (in Chapter 2) educational theories that define learning and identify 

and theorise factors pertaining to creating an effective learning experience that 

meets the needs of learners. The review provided valuable understanding of 

the dimensions of learning ecology and its characteristics in practice, helping 

me with creating a responsive OL pedagogy and contributing differently to the 

design cycle – from specifying learning outcomes, designing a learning 

environment and teaching methods, to deriving appropriate assessment for 

learning. I selected strategies to address the whole-person development, 

motivate learners, facilitate contextual learning and mastery of multimedia 

communication, and I provided support during the learning process (Ally, 2004).  

Learner Interaction  

In addition to student-content interaction, the course provided different 

opportunities for teacher-student and student-student interactions. After 

engaging with the course videos and some of the tasks independently, students 

were encouraged to work with each other and share their understanding on the 

course discussion forum. While, as the teacher, I was involved to help form an 

online community, I made sure to let the students lead the conversation and I 

did not take over discussion threads.  

Additionally, upon student request, a Viber chat group was set up for students 

to interact with each other and me, and engage in course- and non-course-
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related discussions. Viber enabled communication between students and the 

teacher, and facilitated a sense of community and collaboration further. 

Capitalising on interactions enabled by technology and the Internet, I included 

in the course the real-time synchronous meetings that allowed students to raise 

questions, discuss relevant concepts, and provide answers to thought-

provoking questions about the lectures and related topics. In week 5, a 

synchronous guest speaker session provided access to an expert in the field of 

study (Bransford, Brown, and Cocking, 1999; McKinnon and Nolan, 1999). 

Assessment 

Since HAD has been a pilot course, it was not possible to grade students. 

Nevertheless, ongoing, varied, and frequent formative assessments were 

conducted throughout the course to assess learners’ levels of understanding. 

The multiple means of assessing student learning included quizzes, essays, 

mind maps, presentations and rubrics. Assessments were designed to provide 

choice, diversity and flexibility, and assess learners taking into the account their 

different learning preferences.  

An extension of diversification was giving students a choice between two or 

more assessments for the same task, such as a choice between a presentation, 

an essay, or audio file. The intention was to empower them by accommodating 

the success of diverse learners. Students were also encouraged to become 

competent reviewers using rubrics: they were given the responsibility of 

evaluating their own work and providing their classmates with feedback on 

written assignments and presentations. The self- and peer-assessment rubrics 

allowed learners to see what exactly the teacher expects, thus, guiding them to 

note their own strengths and weaknesses. 

Course Technology  

Effective course design requires an understanding of the instructional medium 

(Friedman, 1996); thus, the way technologies were used was essential. The 

existing literature outlines several key features that should be considered in the 
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design of OL, all of which I incorporated into both the planning and execution 

stages of my course:  

• Flexibility of use can be considered a key feature in technology design 

(Garrison, 2011; Lombardi, 2007). It allows the students to take control of their 

own learning, which is one of the essential concepts of modern learning 

theories; 

• Accessibility should be taken into account to allow students to access the 

software without hindrances;  

• Communication within and through the use of LMS is one essential 

component in supporting a communicative approach to learning;  

• Aesthetics and consistency relate to the visual aspects of the learning 

software that should be both aesthetically pleasing and build trust in the student 

through consistency;  

• Scalability refers to a system’s ability to continue to function optimally when its 

size, volume, or the demands placed on it change. In other words, LMS’s 

scalability depends on how well a VLE is able to support an increasing number 

of learners, a growing course and file catalogue, and whether a course may be 

taken on varied devices (e.g., mobile devices and laptops); 

• User-friendly LMS is needed to make sure students are able to easily move 

around the course, with navigation kept simple and consistent for the students. 

Potential problems, however, can be mitigated through introductory sessions on 

the technology being used and by having a continuous technical support team 

present (Bond and Bedenlier, 2019); 

• Providing thorough and clear explanations of how technology is to be used 

(Lim, 2004; Peck et al., 2015) was found to be necessary to ensure student 

commitment, engagement, and success in OL.  
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Support 

The course offered technical support to students by myself and the school’s IT 

teacher. Other aspects of support were related to the behavioural, social, and 

emotional challenges of an online setting, as well as support by the teacher for 

succeeding in the online environment. I ensured I stayed active in the course to 

identify students in need and plan the proper actions to take, and to encourage 

the sense of belonging. I communicated regularly to stimulate engagement, and 

modelled and encouraged proper communication that was both content and 

non-content-related (DiPietro et al., 2008). 

3.8 Ethical Considerations   

In line with the Lancaster University Research Ethics Code of Practice, 

institutional approval was sought by applying for an ethics review where 

different issues were looked at in-depth. Permission to conduct the study was 

also obtained from the school where the research was taking place, and prior to 

the commencement of the study from its participants via a consent form (see 

Appendix 2). By adhering to British Educational Research Association’s code 

(BERA, 2018) and the Croatian Act on Personal Data Protection (2003), this 

research was conducted within a stringent ethical framework. Furthermore, I 

sought guidance from documents on child protection in sport and ballet 

(Brackenridge and Rhind, 2014; Papaefstathiou, Rhind and Brackenridge, 

2013), Involving Young People in Research Projects (France, 2000) and 

Including Children in Social Research (Harker, 2002), to ensure a safe working 

and interview environment where the young participants felt at ease in their 

surroundings.  

Also, study participants and their parents received a Participant Information 

Sheet (see Appendix 1), asking permission for the involvement of their children 

in the study, containing the project outline, the purpose of the study, and how 

the results will be used. The letter provided the estimated time commitment for 

participants, the anticipated benefits of the project, and the knowledge and 

skills to be gained. Assurance was made that refusal to participate would not 
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impact students’ grades or learning. Further, to show my ability to anticipate the 

threats to the successful completion of the proposed project, I had: 

• Established a realistic timeline; 

• Submitted a copy of the Participant Information Sheet and course syllabus 

with the ethics document to the school principal prior to the beginning of the 

course; 

• Ensured the participants had adequate power to determine their role in the 

research with the ultimate test of the power of participants being in knowing that 

they had the ability to withdraw (ACSS, 2013).  

In order to minimise the impact of the power imbalance:  

• I ensured that participants understood that data collection processes were not 

‘tests’ in any sense, and that all responses were equally acceptable, valid, and 

welcomed; 

• I created a relaxed atmosphere by having an informal chat prior to the data 

collection (Shaw, Brady, and Davey, 2011); 

• I reassured students about the value of their contribution letting them know 

that they had the answers to the questions the researcher is interested in, 

which was regarded as a way to elevate their status (ACSS, 2013).  

Finally, one of the core ethical issues related to this research is the role conflict 

stemming from the insider research, which I already addressed. 

3.9 Data Collection and Analysis   

Mentioned previously, the CGT research (Charmaz, 2014) was applied in five 

iterative steps, where Step 1 consisted of a review of the literature and Step 2 

of the initial conceptual framework development resulting from the analysis of 

some of the existing influential OL theories/models within the field. Step 3, 

presented following, was dedicated to the data collection process and ran 



 

110 

parallel with Step 4 - data analysis. Qualitative data for this study were obtained 

via in-depth semi-structured interviews conducted to answer the research 

questions.  

3.9.1 Semi-structured Interviews   

Gathering data from interviews is a prominent approach in social science 

research (Bryman, 2008), and widely adopted and documented in GT research 

(Stern, 2007; Corbin and Strauss, 2014; Charmaz, 2014). Whilst conversation 

style in an interview may either be unstructured, structured, lightly structured, or 

in-depth (Jamshed, 2014), data for this study were obtained via in-

depth/intensive semi-structured interviews. As suggested by Bryman (2008), an 

‘in-depth’ interview incorporates elements that are both unstructured and semi-

structured. Charmaz (2006; 2014) prefers the term “intensive interviews”, 

referring similarly to a directed conversation which may either be loosely guided 

or semi-structured, with the researcher using a pre-prepared topic guide.  

Semi-structured intensive interviews gave me the opportunity to explore what I 

most wanted to know, but also to take advantage of unexpected topics that 

were useful to the research. As Denscombe (2007) commended, “when the 

researcher needs to gain insights into things like people’s opinions, feelings, 

emotions and experiences, then interviews will almost certainly provide a more 

suitable method—a method that is attuned to the intricacy of the subject matter” 

(p. 174). By using interviews, I could understand the feelings and opinions of 

the interviewees in more depth than I could have done by studying survey 

responses or even responses to, for example, open-ended questionnaire items 

because the dialogue allowed me to follow up on their statements immediately 

and they on mine.  

Despite the positive features, the method has not gone without criticism; for 

example, (1) interviewing large groups is time-consuming versus distributing 

surveys, particularly if complicated arrangements are required; (2) to identify 

major themes, completed interviews need to be pondered exhaustively using 

GT techniques; and (3) the interview might seem invasive and be unsettling to a 
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subject, especially when involving cross-cultural communication (Denscombe, 

2007). Barbour and Schostak (2005) also mention the issue of “hidden 

agendas” and “performances” by people involved in conversations, and the 

general “messiness of encounters with others” (p. 41). Nevertheless, while 

these interview behaviour patterns might interfere with understanding, they may 

also be present in questionnaire responses where they can be more difficult for 

researchers to spot (Alkahtani, 2016).  

Fifteen (15) students were interviewed in this study. Baker and Edwards (2012) 

argued that there is no specific rule on how many interviews are required within 

qualitative research (Baker and Edwards 2012). Sandelowski (1995), however, 

recommends that qualitative sample sizes are large enough to allow the 

unfolding of a new and richly textured understanding of the phenomenon under 

study, but small enough so that the deep analysis of qualitative data is not 

precluded. Additionally, the data dictated theoretical sampling sample size as 

advised by different experts in the field (Holton, 2010; S. Thomson, 2010).  

Each interview was done via Zoom; it was recorded and lasted approximately 

45 - 60 minutes. All participants gave additional verbal informed consent before 

the interview (in addition to the consent signed at the beginning of the study). In 

the construction of the interview questions, I considered appropriate child-

centred language. Each interview was transcribed and the students were given 

a pseudonym to anonymise them. I transcribed immediately after the interview 

or at least transcription was completed before the next meeting with the next 

participant in order to ensure clear perceiving and understanding of the data, as 

well as to achieve a thorough, ongoing, and deep analysis. Equally so, 

immediate transcription was highly important and beneficial so that I could 

undertake the data analysis during the data collection process which is an 

essential feature of GT and CGT (Cunningham and Carmichael, 2017; Miles 

and Huberman, 1994; Saldana, 2021; S. Thomson, 2010). Transcribing 

immediately helped to cycle back and forth between thinking about the existing 

data and generating strategies for collecting new and more elaborate data. 
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Whilst immediate transcription undoubtedly slowed the research process, it also 

provided a unique opportunity to review critically my own work and to potentially 

improve upon my interviewing techniques (Johnson, 2011). While transcribing, I 

was concurrently reflecting on the research aims and that process and 

immersion supported me to think about different ways to explore concepts and 

introduce alternative prompts to the interviewees. Further, I realised benefits 

associated with the pacing enforced by transcription: in contrast to Glaser’s 

(1998) assertion about data overwhelm arising through recording and 

transcription, in this research, the pause imposed by transcription was very 

useful in avoiding the unnecessary collection of data unhelpful for the 

developing framework.  

I initially interviewed 15 student participants, noting concepts as they emerged 

from the students’ answers in both brief notes during interviews and memos 

written afterwards. Later, I conducted three additional interviews as my 

category development progressed to theoretical coding. The theoretical 

sampling will be discussed in greater detail on the following pages.  

Believing that the prepared interviewer has a better chance of gathering rich 

and relevant data (Lincoln and Guba 1985; Charmaz 2014), a pre-prepared 

topic guide was created ahead of the interviews (see Appendix 3). It enabled 

me to ask each participant the same questions in the same way, allowing for 

more direct comparison (Greig, Taylor and MacKay, 2007). The interview 

questions were formulated to enclose different concepts emerging from the 

research questions and additional items were added based on the literature 

review associated with OL factors identified in reviewed frameworks/models 

and my provisional framework. All questions were first written in English and 

then translated into Croatian by myself, the teacher-researcher. 

The interview was piloted by two participants in order to check that all questions 

were clear. The rationale for pilot interviews was to ensure questions were 

clear, unambiguous and short, and that they were assembled in an accessible 

and manageable way for young students to understand (Birks and Mills, 2015). 
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Minor modifications were made to the wording of some questions, taking into 

account the complexity of the language used.  

3.9.2 Three Phases of Coding 

Coding is ongoing throughout the GT research, and the data are coded 

continually (Glaser, 1978). Data analysis was conducted on printed versions of 

the interview transcripts and I also found it useful that I could immediately 

attach codes when I noted some trends or patterns during the process of 

transcription. Hence, the transcription and coding process sometimes took 

place simultaneously. Three stages of coding were conducted under the CGT 

approach: open coding, selective coding, and theoretical coding (Allen and 

Davey, 2018; Qureshi and Ünlü, 2020). Collectively, these three stages are 

known as substantive coding (Allen and Davey, 2018). As demonstrated in 

Figure 3.3, the process can be followed from data generation to open coding for 

the creation of core categories and related concepts, and then through selective 

coding of data and subsequently theoretical sampling, leading to theoretical 

coding, and finally to theoretical saturation of the core and related concepts. 

 

Figure 3.3: Constructivist GT Substantive Coding Used in this Research 

(adapted from Allen and Davey, 2018) 
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Open coding 

Open coding was the first stage in analysing the data where initial abstraction 

occurred and the first codes and categories were identified in line-by-line 

coding. Line-by-line coding forces the researcher to verify and saturate 

categories, minimises missing an important category, and ensures relevance by 

generating codes with fit to the area under study (Holton, 2010). During this 

phase, I attached labels to certain parts of the text, differentiating perceived 

needs and factors impacting upon students’ learning online, following the 

advice to explore smaller pieces of data that could elicit unexpected or 

unforeseen codes, categories, and patterns (Charmaz, 2014; Saldaña, 2021).  

A variety of codes were identified with the intent to remain close to the narrative 

of students. Codes created at the beginning were reviewed, compared with 

further data, added, reused, discarded, or modified, depending on the 

interpretation of the new data (Charmaz, 2006). Through this procedure, I 

grouped similar codes together under a broader label called concepts. Upon 

further analysis, linked concepts were grouped into categories. Figure 3.4 on 

the following page shows an example of the category (Teacher role) with 

related concepts and codes.   
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Figure 3.4: Data Structuring Process: First order Codes, Concepts, and 

Category 

As I progressed with line-by-line open coding, new categories were created and 

new incidents fitted into the existing categories. I coded for similarities and 

differences in the data that involved constantly comparing codes and concepts 

with new data, which in turn led to new concepts. It is during the open coding 

stage in analysing the data that the first core categories (see Figure 3.5 on the 

following page) were identified. Core categories are defined as the key issues 

and ideas that appear in the research (Jones and Alony, 2011).  

Further, categories of concepts became areas of interest for determining the 

next steps, such as whether I needed to delimit the focus if there were doubts 

that needed to be clarified, and I identified those students who had distinct 

meanings associated with certain categories. Likewise, this process of using 

initial categories to determine new lines of inquiry worked in reverse by using 



 

116 

newer data to refine and redefine previously established categories (Compton 

and Barrett, 2016). 

  

Figure 3.5: Core Category with Categories and Concepts Attached  

Selective coding 

The selective coding was the second stage of categorising the created 

categories further into core categories by exploring the relationship between the 

created categories (Li, Du and Long, 2019), and by refining, strengthening, and 

solidifying codes, concepts and categories (Qureshi and Ünlü, 2020). I then 

conducted a more selective phase of sorting and combining initial codes into a 

more concise and simpler list to develop the theoretical direction of the study 

(Charmaz, 2014). During the selective coding phase, I continued constant 

comparison of categories and core categories until strong patterns started 

forming among the findings. As Böhm (2004) emphasises, “the most important 

intellectual activity in the analytical process of data interpretation consists of 

comparison” [emphasis in original] (p. 270), referring less to the search for 

identical contents than to the search for similarities and differences. 



 

117 

Line-by-line coding of the data was still required to ensure its comprehensive 

synthesis and that potential additional themes can be identified (Charmaz, 

2005). This is in line with the CGT practices, where “line-by-line coding enables 

the researcher to verify and saturate categories and the result is a rich, dense 

theory with the feeling that nothing has been left out” (Glaser and Holton, 2004, 

p. 14).  

I was open to finding completely different codes that would lead to different 

concepts, categories, and themes in the new data. It is important to note, 

however, that once selective coding has taken place, the subsequent data 

collection and coding were delimited to that which is relevant to the emerging 

conceptual framework (the core categories and those categories that relate to 

the core) (Holton, 2010). This round of data analysis (see Figure 3.6) then 

determined the criteria used to determine the sample for the next round of 

interviews. As stated earlier, further student interviews were the supporting data 

source to reach further conclusions about the core themes. 

 

Figure 3.6: Selective Coding 
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It is important to note that core categories can be descriptive, i.e., include a 

description of participants’ concepts and beliefs if necessary; they can stay 

close to the data categorised but do not inherently imply a more abstract theory 

(Maxwell, 2008). Whilst core categories can be used in developing a more 

general theory of what is going on, it is the theoretical categories that place the 

coded data into a more general or abstract framework (Maxwell, 2008). Again, 

coding processes for substantive codes, core categories, and theoretical codes 

are not isolated or disconnected processes; to a certain extent, all types of 

coding occurred simultaneously (Hernandez, 2009).  

3.9.3 Memoing and Diagramming    

GT recommends the coding of data in conjunction with analysis through a 

process of memoing and conceptual memoing, i.e., capturing the theorist’s 

ideation of the emerging theory (Böhm, 2004; Hernandez, 2009). From the very 

beginning of my research, I recorded reflections, research insights, and notes 

during data analysis in my memos. At times, when transcribing the data, I 

noticed that my interview skills needed a bit of improvement, e.g., at times, I 

interrupted participants while they were still talking. I collected all of these 

observations in a book of memos and reviewed them before the next interview 

session. These reflections were part of my learning process during data 

collection, and they helped me to refine my strategies for conducting the 

research. Furthermore, whenever I had an insight while transcribing, I 

immediately recorded it in a memo. As such, memoing made my ideas and 

analyses visible and retrievable (Maxwell, 2008), and performed as a valuable 

analytic technique that facilitated my thinking about relationships in my data. To 

keep the participant’s voice and meaning present in the theoretical outcome, 

following Charmaz’s advice, I also included raw data in my theoretical memos 

and continued with this strategy as my memos were becoming more complex 

and analytical (Charmaz, 1995).   

While being actively engaged in coding and analysing, early memoing of 

emerging conceptual thoughts enabled me to continuously build theoretical 

sensitivity - I would stop coding to capture in the moment my conceptual ideas 
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about the codes I was finding. Memoing also facilitated theoretical sampling, 

and sorted memos captured the theoretical outline for the articulation of my 

conceptual framework.  

Another central technique related to the coding process is diagramming (Mills, 

Bonner and Francis, 2006) which I used to illustrate the complex interplay 

between the different findings. These logic diagrams, networks, flowcharts and 

concept maps served two purposes: a) data analysis and reduction; and b) 

presentation of data or analysis in a form that allowed me (and now the reader) 

to see it as a whole.  

3.9.4 Theoretical Sampling, Coding, and Saturation 

Once my analysis progressed to selective coding and I reviewed the memos, as 

I identified emerging gaps in understanding of OL, I had to decide where and 

how to collect the next tranche of data. Normally, in GT the researcher will 

decide on a small purposive theoretical sample of participants to begin the 

process of concurrent data collection and analysis (Birks, Hoare and Mills, 

2019), called theoretical sampling. It denotes a sampling method in which the 

selection of new ‘cases’ that are to be included in the analysis is guided by the 

unfolding theory. In this context, ‘cases’ does not necessarily mean people: “it is 

concepts and not people, per se, that are sampled” (Corbin and Strauss, 2014, 

p. 135).  

The follow-up interviews with some of the study participants were conducted to 

gather more in-depth data until the point of theoretical saturation (Glaser and 

Strauss, 1967; Locke, 2001; Goulding, 2005). As I was completing the 10th 

interview, I realised I needed to begin collecting additional data. Charmaz 

(2014) notes that theoretical sampling is conducted until saturation is reached. 

Judging that these respondents might enrich the data I would be working with, I 

added firstly two and then one more additional interview – altogether three – 

and continued the processes of open and selective coding, i.e., I kept returning 

to my earlier data reconsidering it in light of my developing theory. 
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Collecting additional data started once I interviewed all 15 participants. It 

continued until data collection supplied no new data, i.e., until I had sufficiently 

elaborated and integrated the core categories, their properties, and their 

theoretical connections to other relevant categories (Douglas, 2003; Holton, 

2007; 2010; Locke, 2001). Theoretical saturation was signalled once no new 

properties or dimensions were identified from continued coding and comparison 

(Corbin and Strauss, 2014). In my research, theoretical sampling provided me 

with the additional data needed to strengthen and more fully develop the 

properties of a particular category, and develop my conceptual framework 

(Kenny and Fourie, 2015; Rieger, 2019).  

Theoretical coding 

Just like the comparison of data is undertaken at every stage in GT, theory 

development remains constant throughout each stage of data gathering and 

analysis (Charmaz, 2006). The creation of relevant theoretical codes, however, 

requires theoretical sensitivity, i.e., close attention to the codes, concepts, 

categories and ideas memoed, submersion at the conceptual level, a balance 

of logic and creativity, and openness to the unexpected (Holton, 2010). Strauss 

and Corbin (1990) name different sources of theoretical sensitivity: e.g., pre-

existing literature, the professional and personal experience of the researcher, 

and the analytical process itself. Nevertheless, the researcher is not supposed 

to follow the beaten track of the literature or his/her personal experience, but 

question these and go beyond in order to get novel theoretical insight (Vollstedt 

and Rezat, 2019). 

During theoretical coding, which is also a theory-building process, the core 

categories and themes were reanalysed to test their validity, the relationships 

between themes were identified, and appropriate codes used to achieve a 

consolidated framework for the overall GT (Holton, 2010). As I saw similarities, 

connections, and underlying uniformities, sorting was conceptual sorting, not 

data sorting. Conceptual sorting provided theoretical completeness and 

generated more memos on a conceptual level, furthering and condensing the 

framework (Holton, 2010). Through sorting, the data and ideas were 
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theoretically ordered until theoretical saturation occurred, and a rich, holistic 

conceptual framework was created (see Figure 3.7).  

 

Figure 3.7: Constructivist GT Process of Developing Theory from the Coded 

Data (adapted from Saldaña, 2021) 

Importantly, different scholars (Birks and Mills, 2015; Birks, Hoare and Mills, 

2019; Edwards, 2016; Goldkuhl and Cronholm, 2010) argue that, during the 

stage of theoretical coding, a researcher may identify and then infuse one or 

more existing theories to clarify the contribution of GT to existing knowledge 

while, no less importantly, validating that knowledge. Glaser (2005), Birks, 

Hoare and Mills (2019), and Maxwell (2008) all argue that theoretical categories 

may be derived from both prior theory and an inductively developed meaning 

that is constructed from the data. Accordingly, during the final stage of analysis, 

I integrated the results of the empirical study – the subjective conceptual 

framework, with the initial/provisional framework created from my synthesis of 

the influential existing theories/frameworks within the field. Thus, my provisional 

framework served as a building block, supporting the empirical data in forming 

the new theory - the OLY conceptual framework – and it served as a means for 

analysis and control of the validity of the evolving theory. 
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3.10 Conclusion   

This chapter explained the adopted methodology for my research. My study 

was framed within an interpretivist paradigm and CGT (Charmaz, 2006; 2014) 

that provided a methodology for conceptualising the meanings and actions of 

participants, and their OL experience (Metelski et al., 2021). Further, my 

methodology was also drawn from the specific purpose of my research and the 

research questions. 

After I introduced the principles of CGT and its limitations, I discussed the HAD 

course setup that was implemented to research students’ OL experience. I 

subsequently outlined ethical considerations and the role of the researcher in 

the study. This included an account of the reflexive role of the researcher, 

myself, and how the role duality impacted the research process. 

Next, the Chapter discussed the methods – semi-structured in-depth interviews, 

and procedures used: sampling, data collection, and data analysis, that 

occurred in tandem, which, in turn, guided subsequent interviews and 

generated new data. I followed the well-established coding procedures in GT to 

make tentative propositions about categories, starting with open and selective 

coding. In a response to the need for further elaboration of categories to 

develop my framework, I returned to some of the participants for follow-up 

interviews – a process known as theoretical sampling. It allowed me to obtain a 

richer and deeper understanding of the students’ OL experiences and ceased 

when categories were well described, i.e., saturated.  

The final coding phase - theoretical coding, involved the identification and 

reconfirmation of core categories that incorporated other categories or 

superseded them in importance. Here, my insights from a process known as 

memoing, i.e., recording of the methodological and theoretical insights about 

the data that, to a point, guided analysis, sampling, and theory building, were 

expanded to compile additional theory-building memos about the data. The 

theoretical memos helped me synthesise the characteristics of each category, 

which explained how upper primary students experienced OL. The final stage of 
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theory building - theoretical coding, yielded the theoretical categories 

constituting a ‘substantive theory’ - the subjective conceptual framework of OL 

for upper primary students.  

Next, following the suggestion by Goldkuhl and Cronholm (2010), I related the 

subjective conceptual framework (students’ experiences), to established 

research - the provisional framework. The subjective framework introduced new 

dimensions, and identified the importance of several dimensions that were 

included as sub-dimensions in the provisional framework, but upon analysis, 

some of the sub-dimensions were re-positioned as core factors in meeting 

students’ needs, and some dimensions were merged to more precisely 

illuminate the nature and characteristics of OL for this group of learners. 

In conclusion, CGT appears to have been an adequate overall methodology for 

the study. It provided the structure and a coding paradigm needed to grasp the 

relevant information and answer the RQs whilst reconciling theory development 

and building on the existing theories to create a rich, holistic conceptual 

framework of OL for youth.  
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Chapter 4: Empirical Study Results 

4.1 Introduction  

I conducted face-to-face interviews with the upper primary students in Croatia 

as part of the third phase of the research design. The interviews have 

illuminated students’ OL experiences and identified factors that influence an 

effective, holistic OL practice. They served to additionally clarify and confirm OL 

characteristics and the inputs/determinants impacting OL as identified from the 

literature review that I condensed into the initial/provisional conceptual 

framework (see Chapter 2). Finally, based on the synthesis of: 1) factors and 

conditions for quality and successful OL experience from the literature 

(summarised in the provisional framework), and 2) themes resulting from my 

empirical study (the subjective framework), I outlined the development of a 

holistic conceptual framework of OL for young learners - OLY framework.    

4.2 Findings 

On the following pages, I present the findings related to the second and then 

the third research question. 

RQ 2: What are upper primary students’ needs and preferences regarding OL 

through the studied HAD online module?   

Figure 4.1 on the following page illustrates the results that identify what aspects 

of learning online students see as essential or even critical to their success as 

online learners and their positive OL experience. I will discuss each category 

separately in detail (see Appendix 4 for a table of sub-dimensions). 
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Figure 4.1: Student Identified Factors in K-12 OL  

1) Course content, design and delivery 

From the students’ answers, both the content dimension of a course - the 

subject matter, knowledge, and skills that are being taught to them, and the 

course design - the logistics and technical aspects of how the subject matter is 

structured and accessed within the LMS (including course structure, content 

presentation, navigational structure, and the overall organisation and layout of 

the VLE), are the precedent factors for learners when considering OL. Tea 

shared this view in simple terms in her comment: 
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Tea: “Both what we’re learning and how everything is set up and delivered to 

us is important for our learning experiences.” 

Notably, learners are pleased with online courses that are well designed, which 

for them means that a course is: a) structured and organised into units, b) with 

laid out expectations, clear learning objectives, assessment modes, and 

criteria, c) with a combination of resources and media used in the content 

presentation, i.e., multiple modalities, d) has diverse communication inputs, and 

e) includes an introduction to the course session.  Similarly, they desire logical, 

understandable course navigation and organisation of course components, to 

be told what precisely they need to do and when they need to do it, and wish 

that all courses follow a consistent structure. 

Carol: “In the course where you study from the videos and Loomen, and mostly 

on your own, it is very important that from day one you know what learning will 

look like and that there is a clear weekly and monthly plan for the course in 

terms of tasks and assessments. And the teacher should include contact 

information (a direct link, for example) for questions… Everything was super 

clear and ordered in HAD course, just as it should be. Also, although 

information was communicated in different ways – we watched course videos, 

learned about costumes from pictures and illustrations, we listened to short 

audio podcasts as weekly episodes that supplemented the videos, we were 

reading texts, completed quizzes, listened to music excerpts from 

performances, we watched dance videos on YouTube... I don’t know if I forgot 

something… ah yes, we organised our thoughts in mind maps and studied 

already created mind maps, although there was such variety, everything made 

sense. Our learning was very diverse but structured and with laid out 

expectations.”  

Victoria: “Navigational instructions were clear; I could easily understand the 

organisation of the course also because of the presentation of content for the 

course overall and for each unit. Course calendar with assignment and test 

due dates helped me understand what is required… The introductory 
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statement that explained the types of activities required to complete (written 

assignments, online self-tests, participation in the discussion board, group 

work, etc.), was so useful. I wish every course was organised like this.”  

Flora: “Everything on the course was communicated in an effective way 

making sure we get exactly what we need. Also, HAD had clear learning goals 

and transparent assessment modes and criteria. Activities and assessment 

incorporated many options, and students completed the course assessments 

in the way that suited them best. I think these things are very important to 

students.”  

Students appreciated that the course was organised by units and provided 

multiple opportunities for students to master the content. They liked that each 

unit included an overview describing objectives, activities, assignments, and 

resources, available to students before the course began. Findings also 

demonstrate that giving students clear expectations from the onset of the online 

course better equips them to effectively navigate the workload which has been 

assigned to them. Relatedly, they believe the use of rubrics, templates, and 

exemplars is critical for their learning. Furthermore, the majority of students 

appreciated being offered an orientation to taking an online course before 

starting the coursework: 

Tea: “A course ‘tour’ before we started and course etiquette/expectations – 

(expected behaviours in forum discussions, email communications, etc.) were 

super clear and useful. I learned from these too.”  

Maja: “Course organisation was so smooth and the minimum prerequisite 

learning per week was stated clearly. Also, assignment deadlines were shared. 

The purpose of learning materials and how they are to be used was 

explained… hmm… what else? Yes! A teacher introduction was included and it 

was appropriate that the teacher used a video and Padlet that we were then 

required to use too. We were also asked to introduce ourselves to the class. I 

liked that task.”  
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Deana: “A few minutes of the first day of any course is spent going over both 

the schedule and syllabus to ensure I understood both what was expected of 

me and what to do if I have questions. So, the course has to be well-designed 

and have an ‘Introduction to the course’ section, like HAD had. And rubrics and 

examples of submissions are so helpful too… And to know course objectives.” 

Interestingly, students said they preferred online courses to follow a consistent 

structure so that navigation does not change from one course to another:  

Deana: “Instructions to us were great; school should always tell us what to do 

first, rather than list detailed instructions for the whole course without a “Start 

Here” message. “Start Here” - when a student enters Loomen, was great, and 

navigation through the course was logical; it was also always consistent. In 

fact, organisation of all online classes should be consistent and not made up 

by the individual teachers.” 

The interview data clearly indicates that students perceive that video learning 

resources and resources with diverse and additional representations of content 

assist their comprehension, understanding, and retention, and are more 

interesting and enjoyable to use. All students enjoyed the course videos; 

however, most do not want lengthy videos. Helen noted that what seems to 

work best is “the snippets: short video, brief text, a quick email, the short 

information”. In addition, students suggested they desire lectures to be original 

works:  

Barbara: “I wish to stress the importance of teachers posting a self-done video 

before posting videos by others. I get used to the presentation style and 

teaching style of a particular teacher and I predominately wish to see my 

subject teacher delivering content. It’s more meaningful to me.”  

Tania commented on how resources that had images assisted her to 

understand and retain the information better, and she preferred videos over 

written content. She also expressed a strong preference for options, i.e., a 

combination of resources and media used in the content presentation. 
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Tania: “For me, when images are used, e.g., a table showing the difference 

between two periods in history, I can “picture” that information in my mind 

when recalling it. So, what I appreciated was that the content was using 

diverse media. Also, I believe it would not be difficult for an online teacher to 

provide both, a video with voiceover, like a filmed lecture, as well as add an 

accompanying PDF file of that lecture in a textual format for those who like to 

read and underline important facts when studying for an exam. For me, 

however, when content is delivered by video or PPT with voiceover, it is much 

better than just text lectures. It is richer in presentation and more fun… but 

both are useful.” 

Whilst students appreciate when multiple technologies and media are utilised to 

provide and present content, audio-enhanced MS PPT presentations and MS 

PPT with video of a teacher presenting with embedded external links, were 

particularly valued by the study participants. The audio component was 

perceived as a necessary component. In the learning resources used in the 

course, audio was provided in 1) audio-enhanced MS PowerPoint 

presentations, and 2) as a stand-alone file, e.g., podcast. Students believe that 

when audio is used in conjunction with images or text, the advantage is the 

most prominent.  

Mia: “I enjoyed reading text materials, but hearing a real person’s voice, added 

a personal element that made learning more enjoyable.”  

Tania: “Hearing the information spoken and maybe put into different words 

than the text helps me to get a fuller understanding. I especially like when 

audio complements images or videos.”  

Ana: “I think hearing the information helps my recall - I normally listen to the 

recording a number of times if a recording is available.”  

Notably, during the interview, Ana was quite enthusiastic about the subject 

content being delivered in multiple ways and appreciated the use of internet 

resources too, saying that adding the information available on the Internet could 

make a class “become more fun and alive”.  
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The discussion extended to include learning from guest teachers. Overall, a 

guest speaker visit was received very positively. Tea shared that she “loved the 

guest speaker on the course, as the visiting teacher expands on our current 

knowledge”, however, she appreciated student-student teaching too. Both 

constitutes indirect instruction which students perceive as an enhancement of 

their learning opportunities. For example, several respondents remarked that 

they learned from each other on discussion boards (Carol, Helen, Patti), 

through email groups (Tania, Ana, Isabel), and from peers’ individual 

presentations. Isabel even mentioned that she had been in the email group that 

became a telephone group that participants would use to ask and answer 

questions about what they were studying, and she shared “how much they were 

learning from each other” (Isabel). It can be concluded that the use of indirect 

instruction should be built into the course.  

In summary, from the students’ perspectives, the key attributes of the course 

content, design and delivery dimension are outlined in Table 4.1 on the 

following page. 
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Table 4.1: Key Attributes of the Course Content, Design and Delivery 

Dimension  

The following list - Flexibility, variety, choice, and control in resources, tasks 

and assessments - identifies the second of the overall nine identified factors as 

aspects of learning online that students see as essential or even critical to their 

success as online learners and their positive OL experiences. 

2) Flexibility, variety, choice, and control in resources, tasks and assessments 

a) Flexibility in time, place and pace of learning; flexibility in tasks and 

assessments; flexible scheduling; 
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b) Variety in instructional methods, resources, tasks, and assessments;  

c) Having a choice;  

d) Having control of learning. 

Whilst flexibility, choice, and self-direction in tasks are instructional elements 

that fall within the Pedagogy dimension, I gave this aspect of learning a 

separate place on the map of OL as flexibility, variety, choice, and control were 

recurring themes in the data, signalling to be of essential importance to the 

students.  

The Flexibility factor of this category refers to the nature of OL as well as the 

why of online education – students’ wish to learn from home and their 

requirement for flexibility in several important ways. For example, flexible 

scheduling was mentioned as why students would choose the convenience of 

learning online in the future. For several respondents, learning online instead of 

in a traditional setting was a need as well as a want. It became apparent that 

students appreciate online courses because of a need for the flexibility to work 

around different commitments such as to: 

- work around a full load of classes in regular school 

- meet the rigours of a student-athlete schedule  

- be able to attend more than one school 

- work around extracurricular activities 

- avoid time that would otherwise be spent on coming to school 

- work on class tasks in their own time, place and pace. 

One student reported that in addition to ballet school she had a full-time music 

school schedule that was extremely demanding, and the only option she had at 

that time to enrol in a new course (HAD) was the online class. This student had 

strong emotions about the sacrifices that she perceived she had made due to 



 

133 

her pursuit of a ballet and music education. She expressed frustration towards 

the educational system for not making it easier to attend three different schools 

and concluded that “more online courses would have been a huge benefit. To 

start with - less time on travel between schools” (Ana). 

As per students’ opinions, the flexibility in time, place and pace of study itself 

has a positive impact on their educational experiences: 

Ana: “OL allows me to log on at will and view my course and assignments at 

will. Also, I don’t have to worry about trying to find time to come to school.”  

Tea: “You’re never late for class. There is no hassle in trying to rush to get to 

class. Flexibility with time is another positive characteristic of OL.”  

Another important finding is that, for some students, flexibility is not just a pre-

condition of online classes, but it continues all the way to the end of a course. 

Helen, for example, reported that she was interested in a required synchronous 

lecture, but she couldn’t attend it because of her schedule: 

Helen: “To take part in Teams-sessions is not why I would like to have online 

classes. I’d have classes online for the flexibility to fit school into my life and 

work around my other classes and commitments at this point in time.”  

Some students, like Helen, may need a greater degree of flexibility which is 

reflected in her requirement for the absence of synchronous sessions. The 

majority of the respondents, however, demand to meet in synchronous 

sessions. Nevertheless, this finding is something that educators and online 

course designers have to be mindful of. 

Overall, the results show that providing students with the option of where and 

when they learn is integral to their satisfaction and success. They believe that 

they should be able to study more often independently of time and place and 

regularly individually determine the learning pace as it improves their prospects 

for success: 
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Carol: “I wish to take classes online so I can work on assignments in my own 

time, at home, or whilst I wait for my parents to pick me up from the school. I 

also appreciate that I can go through the videos in my own pace. It all gives me 

a positive feeling... And I have options; I have a choice when and where and 

how to learn, and how fast to move through a lecture. I would like to have more 

often these choices in the regular school.”  

On the other hand, flexibility in assessment was achieved through various 

means in the HAD course, such as offering different assessment formats (e.g., 

written assignments, oral presentations), allowing alternative assessments 

(e.g., portfolio, podcasts), providing opportunities for self-assessment and 

reflection, and incorporating peer-assessment and open-ended questions. The 

primary goal of flexibility in assessment was to ensure that students have the 

opportunity to showcase their knowledge and skills in ways that align with their 

strengths and abilities. In their responses, students recognised the benefits of 

having such flexibility.  

With regards to variety, the students all stressed the importance of having 

different options as in what way they would complete their online coursework. 

For example, they highlighted that online courses should incorporate a variety 

of instructional methods and strategies such as a combination of video lectures 

(providing foundational knowledge and real-world examples), multimedia 

resources, interactive quizzes, case studies, problem-solving activities, 

collaborative projects, and real-world applications to cater to different learning 

preferences, and provide a rich and engaging learning experience. Further, 

they recognised the importance of variety in assessment, highlighting the 

benefits of incorporating different types of assessments throughout a course, 

such as quizzes, essays, projects, examinations, presentations, discussions, 

and practical demonstrations.  

Equally so, they enjoyed the sense of freedom of choice. The students all 

described the benefits of having greater control of their own learning and the 

benefits of independence in their online coursework, citing several 
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characteristics of OL and circumstances that promoted their autonomy and 

control: 

Isabel: “Like, if I didn’t understand something I could slow down on it, but if I 

really understood it, I could breeze through it. I liked that more than how things 

work in traditional classes. It allows us to make our own decisions and take 

responsibility, what teaches us to be independent and we will need that later. 

Also, I have ballet and stuff, and that takes up half of my time. So, I just went 

home and watched HAD, and then I didn’t have to leave at a certain time or 

anything. I love that aspect of OL. You decide.”  

Tania: “The main set of concepts and competencies that all students should 

learn was required, but beyond that, we had options for engaging in activities 

that interest us most. We should always have that choice.”  

Choice in HAD assessment, on the other hand, provided learners with options 

regarding the specific assessments they undertook. They were able to select 

from a set of predetermined assessment tasks or formats based on their 

interests, preferences, or perceived strengths.  

Nicole: “Choice in assessment is very important. For example, in HAD course, 

we were offered like a menu of assessment options from which we were able 

to choose; that was amazing. And you allowed us once to propose our own 

assessment ideas and, with your approval, my group created a performance 

instead of a reflection paper about the watched performance by the older 

generation of dancers.” 

Importantly, as per students’ experiences, flexibility in tasks, assessments, and 

scheduling, providing different options as to when, where, for how long, and in 

what way they would complete their online coursework, and having choice and 

control of learning, promotes students’ independence. It encourages self-

direction, taking responsibility for their own learning process, and making 

informed decisions regarding their learning goals, strategies, and resources. 
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Furter, this study found that the provision of choice, however small, might also 

increase a student’s intrinsic motivation to study: 

Patti: “When I have the opportunity to decide when to watch the course video, I 

am happier to watch it and to study, and I will study harder and be more 

focused. To have possibility is just great, and it is fair and necessary to have 

control over our own learning… We should be provided with possibilities and 

options as much as possible.” 

As demonstrated in the data, the students benefited from a number of choices 

in the course: they were able to move through the content and assignments at a 

pace that best meets their needs, choosing the times they logged in to study - 

times that were best for them - and selecting content to explore in greater depth 

- which periods, choreographers, dancers, and dance styles they enjoyed the 

most they were required to explore further. For the students, providing different 

options (e.g., variety of different assessment methods or tasks to assess 

student learning) and having choice and control is not only desirable, but it is 

likely a necessity as it gives them a sense of independence and ownership of 

their learning. Also, observed was how becoming more independent, and 

having control over studying at their own convenience, pace, and skill level, 

appeared to impact positively on their motivation, enjoyment of, and persistence 

in learning, helping them become more proactive.  

3) Support 

The student feedback emphasised the significance of peer, family, and 

academic support, and IT support and training, which were also the key 

attributes of the Support dimension of the provisional framework. The provision 

of timely initial and ongoing teacher support is necessary for a number of 

reasons, as per students’ opinion: 

Tania: “Even when students are familiar with computers and the Internet, using 

technology for learning requires sometimes skills that are new, so support is for 

me one of the key things every course should have.”  



 

137 

Nick: “One type of computer and phone use does not mean other uses will not 

be problematic, and nobody wants to be receiving lower grades as a result of 

technical issues and lack of digital skills. Tech support and support from the 

teacher about the course we study are equally important and necessary.”  

Students also appreciated getting immediate solutions to problems: 

Ana: “More than once I posted questions about the e-portfolio task in the chat 

area, and you (the teacher) usually respond within minutes. It’s a good thing 

that we have chat, so we can solve lots of problems immediately.”  

Barbara: “You or another student respond really quickly; we never have to wait 

long. That type of immediate support is one of the key experiences of this 

course.” 

To ensure students are ready to learn online, in the HAD course, the initial 

support was provided in the way of two pre-course training sessions in general 

LMS and Internet use (using computers and smartphones) in addition to a 

session geared to specific course units held before the start of the course. An 

ongoing support was offered too, and students recognised that potential 

problems can be mitigated through having a continuous technical support team 

present, and teacher support and academic advice available at all times. 

Although the amount of learner support a teacher offers will depend on what a 

teacher is able to take on, students expect timely, ongoing individual and group 

support at all times as required. Thus, in addition to technical support, another 

element of the support dimension is timely initial and ongoing teacher support.  

Whilst a number of students feel competent with and adjusted to OL since, as 

Tania explained, “we use technology since we were born”, students in this 

study still think support is critical for overcoming barriers to learning and 

ensuring learner engagement, motivation and success. They also see the value 

and necessity of the support coming from their classmates and family. 

Importantly, they all stressed the influence of family support on student OL 

engagement. This finding is significant in that it reaffirms the crucial role of 
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support associated with a number of stakeholders that jointly take part in 

shaping students’ learning experiences.  

4) Socio-Affective considerations  

The Socio-Affective dimension refers to the social and emotional aspects of the 

learning and the overall affective experience of students. It encompasses 

factors such as positive relationships, emotional engagement, effective 

communication, praise, respect, and sense of community and belonging among 

course participants. It recognises the importance of fostering a supportive and 

inclusive atmosphere where students feel valued, respected, and emotionally 

connected to the learning process. 

In ensuring students’ successes in an online course, the students felt that a 

social aspect of their experience and sense of community and belonging were 

very important. For them, connections between peers matter greatly since the 

community in an online course that they take together, develops friendships. A 

broad construct of community was offered by Victoria when I asked her to 

elaborate on her answer: 

Victoria: “Sense of community resulted from real-time conversations, 

brainstorming together, different opportunities to connect with peers and 

teacher, when together finding solutions to problems, from peer- and teacher-

feedback sessions… It is a feeling of friendship and a feeling that students 

matter to one another and to the teacher they belong to.” 

Based on the collected data, strong feelings of community and belonging were 

recognised as the key experiences that help increase their commitment and 

satisfaction, and act as a motivating factor. In addition, students see the teacher 

as one who has the responsibility of encouraging a sense of belonging amongst 

students, facilitating a positive atmosphere, and celebrating friendships 

between students. 
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Tea: “Learning via the internet and online, there is a good chance for teacher-

student interaction and building of relationships. For example, I have noticed 

that you (our teacher) use colloquial speech while chatting on Viber. Talking 

with you feels similar to talking to a classmate on Viber and I feel like we are 

speaking the same language. It creates a sense of friendship between you and 

us – the students, and it encourages me to do more… to like the subject more.” 

The students further reported that teachers can greatly contribute to them 

feeling emotions of ease, joy, and even fun which can then transform their 

learning experiences, and in so doing, improve their motivation for learning. 

Ideally, learning should be an enjoyable rather than a frustrating or fearful 

experience, as per students’ narratives. Also, OL can be isolating, so it is 

essential to address students’ emotional well-being. Ways should be found, 

therefore, to stimulate their positive feelings, encouraging a positive and 

inclusive OL environment, and ultimately enhancing their overall learning 

experiences. Overall, the results presented in this section stress the human 

factor in education, recognising the importance of creating a supportive and 

engaging learning environment that promotes social connections, emotional 

well-being, and a sense of belonging among students.  

5)Teacher 

As per students’ perceptions, the teacher has the largest effect on the 

probability of a student having a positive course experience and successfully 

completing a course. Students defined the characteristics of an effective online 

teacher involving the following personality traits in addition to having the ability 

to facilitate learning: 

1. A teacher’s human qualities - kind, polite, respectful, available, supportive, 

approachable, flexible, empathetic, nurturing, caring teacher. The teacher 

creates a child-friendly, value-based environment by: inspiring students; 

encouraging appropriate human interactions and engaging students in 

conversations about content and non-content related topics to form a 
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relationship with each student; through use of humour; sense of curiosity; and 

teacher tact (reflected in the level of comfort students feel with the teacher). 

2. Teacher presence – reflected in the teacher’s responsiveness, 

communication, teacher-student interaction, and active participation during the 

course; 

3. Teacher responsiveness – involvement and availability through different 

communication channels (email, Viber text chat; telephone, forum responses; 

face-to-face tutorials), and continuing support; 

4. Teacher communication – teacher models a communication style that 

demonstrates a positive tone, enthusiasm for the subject, and respect and care 

for each student.  

5. Teacher role (course actions): 

• Course and learning facilitation: facilitating active involvement and interactions 

between the students themselves and teacher-students; monitoring individual 

and group activities; creating spaces for collaboration and dialogue 

• ICT, content knowledge, and quality of instruction; detailed and clear 

explanations 

• Creating a satisfying learning climate 

• Enthusiasm for the subject and engagement 

• Expert and guide (dual role of ‘sage on the stage’ and ‘guide on the side’) 

• Timely, regular, clear, constructive, and detailed feedback. 

Analysed data revealed that an effective teacher is one who is kind, supportive, 

empathetic, and creates a positive inspiring atmosphere that enforces students’ 

learning in a child-friendly learning environment (human dimension); who is 

‘present’ (as reflected in the teacher’s responsiveness); and orchestrating the 

overall course experience by facilitating the course and student learning. Isabel, 
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a passionate supporter of online coursework, said that she would like to take 

online classes if they are well facilitated in terms of a teacher giving structure to 

the course, providing regular feedback and interacting with the students, and if 

she gets a lot of one-on-one attention from the teacher whether that being a 

response on a teacher question-and-answer forum or to a student discussion 

forum, in an email, or in a Viber chat. Deana also expressed powerfully her 

position of valuing the teacher’s role in OL: 

Deana: “There is never a time when teacher involvement is not important. If it 

is a paper that teacher wants you to write, they will have to give you some 

instructions. They can’t just say: “Write this paper.” They have to tell you how 

many pages they want, and what they want the topic to be or – if you get to 

pick a topic – what is the appropriateness of the topic that you can pick and 

what direction to take. Things like that… The teacher is involved in providing 

feedback; dividing us into groups or pairs for some tasks; the teacher directs 

forum discussions and so much more, so the teacher is definitely a major part 

of the class. It does not have to be a big percentage of the class because 

being an online student you have to adapt to the online, take initiative, and do 

things on your own, but the teacher needs to lead the course.” 

Interestingly, the students tend to see the role of the teacher as both the ‘sage 

on the stage’ and ‘guide on the side’, offering detailed and clear instructions 

and explanations, whilst creating opportunities for students to act upon content, 

opportunities for collaboration, and for interaction and dialogue between the 

students themselves and teacher-students. Further, an online teacher must be 

engaged, enthusiastic, organised, approachable, and communicative with 

students and have ICT skills and a consistent presence in the online classroom 

to provide an inspiring, quality learning experience. Importantly, teacher’s 

presence was said to be counterbalancing the potential of OL to cause personal 

and social isolation and alienation. Also, students ascribed higher importance to 

the teacher’s ‘way of being’ than to the learning content as such. 
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Barbara: “After a few sessions, you came up with a scheme that summarised 

the lessons until now and I realised where my confusion comes from. I noticed 

how good it felt to be finally acknowledged and understood. I believe a teacher 

can help me with the progress in the course and sometimes with everything 

going on in a student’s life, not just my academics. We spend so much time in 

school. The teacher’s way of interacting, and how the teacher is with students, 

helps to create a sense of connection between the teacher and the students, 

and a connection with the school. Even if the content is presented beautifully, if 

a teacher delivering it is not nice, it makes you care little for the course. 

Teachers, first and foremost, have to be kind, polite, caring, and interested in 

us, not just in the course.”  

Another important finding is that most respondents reported a strong 

correspondence between teacher presence and their own level of engagement. 

They said that they found themselves less engaged and “less serious” about 

their learning when teacher presence was low, but were more engaged in 

courses when teacher presence was high. As per students, having welcomed 

them into class, and having established active learning expectations, expertise 

and engagement - that is, having established a presence, the teacher is able to 

move toward lesser involvement.  

Further, the students’ perceptions of the content knowledge and quality of 

teacher instruction in affecting student experiences are very high. The students 

spoke about it directly and indirectly, by giving much thought to experiences 

they had in the HAD course but had not yet encountered in their other online 

classes, as well as by outlining positive experiences they had in other courses. 

Nevertheless, they see the teacher’s human qualities as essential if students 

are to flourish academically.  

Tea: “Good teaching, subject knowledge… I don’t know, good presentation 

skills, for example, are obviously very important, but there is more to it. For 

example, I have this teacher for math. She was always prepared for our online 

classes during Covid. She was fair and her instructions and teaching was 

clear, but I was bored and the relationship between the teacher and students 
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was missing. She was not very positive or creative teacher and I felt that I was 

not a part of the class. Teacher has to share personal experiences with their 

classes, take personal interest in students, and find out as much as possible 

about them. What I mean is that it is essential to display a personal touch and 

care, and be approachable and friendly if you want students to learn better.”  

Also, a good student-teacher relationship was described by the majority of 

students as making it easier for them to talk and open up if they were facing 

difficulties. More specifically, students valued that the teacher did not judge but 

rather encouraged and acknowledged them. Patti stressed the importance of 

that aspect of a teacher’s human side as follows: 

Patti: “A teacher showing support, encouraging learning from mistakes and 

empowering students to seek assistance when problems arise; teacher’s 

warmth and willingness to communicate; respect… all promote a positive 

atmosphere, learning and community, and that’s what matters the most. It is 

the comfort level with the teacher, that matters the most.” 

The students were insistent in their opinion that educators themselves evoke 

feelings, so much so that the teacher can ‘make or break’ a learning event. 

Thus, the teacher’s desirable personal traits, i.e., human qualities, are rated by 

the students as the most critical part of the Teacher dimension and their 

positive OL experiences. 

6) Student 

During the interview, when students were asked what the student role in OL is 

and what skills should students have to be successful in OL, a plethora of 

psychological and cognitive skills were outlined as necessary. Also, a number 

of expectations from a student were mentioned. 

As per students, the following learner characteristics are required to be 

successful in OL and influence students’ experiences: motivation and 

willingness to do what is necessary; focus; curiosity; self-discipline; technology 

competence; and time management, self-study skills, self-teaching skills, 
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commitment, self-regulation, engagement and effort, and initiative and 

persistence. Interestingly, all have recognised that they have to be active 

participants in their own learning.  

Additionally, they believe that students’ prior understanding of technology is a 

prerequisite to successfully learning online as it is the willingness to learn new 

skills and the learner’s commitment. 

Deana: “It is important to be able to set time to work on assignments, and 

digital skills are necessary too. As I see it, my familiarity with technology and 

digital skills makes me feel more comfortable learning online. Since I already 

know how to use a laptop and browse the Internet, and understand educational 

apps such as Padlet, knowing this way of learning, helps a lot to be successful 

in an online course.”  

Nicole: “For example, a student must be willing to learn new skills for studying 

a course online. That means sometimes I had to seek advice from friends who 

are more computer savvy about how to send and record voice messages or 

attach a picture to the forum discussion. The online learner must have that 

curiosity to learn new tech skills and be persistent in trying and not quitting.”  

Due to the convenient nature of OL (it can be accessed from the comfort of 

one’s home), self-discipline, focus, self-regulation and motivation are highly 

expected for students to be successful.  

Ana: “I believe we have to take responsibility for our own learning too. 

Sometimes it was very easy for me to get lazy and keep postponing watching 

our weekly HAD lesson. What I wish to say is that online students need to keep 

in mind that they need to be disciplined and focused whilst enjoying the 

flexibility and convenience of OL, otherwise it won’t work.” 

The participants did, however, state they get easily distracted and often put off 

things until the last minute when learning online.  



 

145 

Maja: “Because the class didn’t meet, sometimes I forgot that we were taking 

an online course, and sometimes I forgot my assignments. It is so easy to not 

to complete the assignments! It is so because you don’t have a specific time to 

do your work, so it’s very easy to get off track. Time management is for that 

reason very important.” 

Some students complained about the freedom and independence they had 

enjoyed, saying: “Independence and freedom can get you in trouble” (Mia). On 

the other hand, most students claimed that self-study and self-teaching that is 

required to learn online, having freedom and greater control over their learning 

helped them to learn more in online classes than in traditional lessons: 

Victoria: “Since you have to self-study the majority of the time, that gives me a 

feeling of control over my studies, and I have a higher interest in and enjoy a 

course more when I get to do things in my own way and in my own time. Being 

willing to self-study is very important characteristic of online students as you 

are kind of teaching yourself.” 

7) Pedagogy  

Taking into account students’ experiences reflected in the analysed data, the 

key components of the Pedagogy dimension, encompassing the instructional 

methods, strategies, and approaches employed by educators to facilitate 

learning, include: Variety of instructional strategies; Cross-curricular 

collaboration and knowledge transfer; Personalisation and differentiation; E-

portfolio activity; Discussions and dialogue; Criteria informed, multimodal, 

timely, frequent and feedback-rich assessment; Inquiry-based learning; and 

Game-based learning. 

Bringing classes together and breaking down the separation between subjects 

so that they can work together in a mutually beneficial way, was recognised as 

a key experience. The students clearly valued the widened context of learning - 

learning about the subject and other disciplines – and repeatedly mentioned it 

in the interviews as a positive aspect of the course.  
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Barbara: “We were learning about dance history and beyond – about literature, 

art, and geography. The course provided an opportunity to make connections 

between ideas and concepts across different subjects, such as dance, music 

and history. That improved the experience - seeing what subjects have in 

common (such as dance history and music history) and how they differ; it also 

made the course more fun.”  

Patti: “One of the key experiences was a collaboration with the music teacher 

and history teacher when learning about Renaissance and Baroque. That’s 

what I liked about the course, that it enabled us to acquire knowledge of HAD 

and different subjects. As some lessons were overlapping, we will be able to 

use the knowledge and skills gained in HAD in other history and non-history 

subjects.” 

It can be concluded from the analysed data that ensuring interdisciplinary 

connections and knowledge transfer becomes an integral part of the teaching 

approach, enables educators to create a more holistic and meaningful learning 

experiences for their students. Additionally, students believe that teachers 

should use a variety of instructional strategies so they can cater to diverse 

learning preferences and create a more engaging and effective virtual learning 

experiences. 

Furthermore, they believe that OL should strive to accommodate individual 

student needs. From the analysed data, a Personalisation and Differentiation 

category was created to highlight the expressed need for personalised learning 

paths and differentiated assignments that cater to diverse learning preferences, 

abilities, and interests. As will be discussed later, all students shared that 

learning autonomously and independently of peers was a distinct feature of the 

HAD course and a very positive one, as evident from the quote that follows. 

However, student Ana discussed other important OL requirements too: 

Ana: “Watching course videos alone, and the choices and nature of course 

activities created a feeling that my learning journey is ‘just-for-me’, ‘just-my-



 

147 

own’. I really enjoyed that aspect of the course (being on my own), as it is in 

complete opposition to how I learn at school.” 

The variety and choice led to a strong sense of personalised experience and 

ownership of one’s learning as evident from the quote: “my learning journey is 

‘just-for-me’, ‘just-my-own’”.  Watching course videos alone, the individually 

chosen activities, and the nature of course activities created a positive feeling of 

the tailored learning journey. This category demonstrates students’ needs to 

enjoy a sense of having a personalised learning journey, and they need 

autonomously chosen tasks as well as. 

E-portfolio activity  

Evernote e-portfolio served as an e-notebook and student-created digital 

textbook; it was also used during presentation development and for student 

reflections. The e-portfolio task provided a platform for students to demonstrate 

their learning progress, and showcase the subject-specific knowledge and skills 

acquired during the course (as a self-created e-textbook). It encouraged 

students to actively engage in the learning process, reflect on their experiences, 

and construct knowledge through the creation and curation of artifacts, helping 

them discover their own learning paths. 

Importantly, students highlighted that their learning was “widened” (Maja) in the 

process of building their e-portfolio/e-notebook/e-textbook. Since in addition to 

what they studied in the course each student had to generate his/her own 

content for their e-portfolio, the activity represented an additional learning 

opportunity. They shared that choosing what to include in their e-portfolio 

created an opportunity for learning through discovery and learning through the 

application, recognising the advantage of and appreciating the nonlinear and 

individualised learning features made possible in an online environment and 

through the use of internet. 

Flora: “I liked the process of building our Evernote; creating it was as important 

as the end product we made and could share. For me, the end result became 
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like a textbook that I wrote myself. It had some information I learned from the 

course videos, and additional facts I found researching the Internet on my own. 

I believe e-portfolio should be included in some courses as it’s a truly good way 

of engaging students.” 

Tea: “When creating our e-portfolio, Internet materials were so helpful as there 

is a wide range of content available out there, such as web pages, images, fact 

sheets, podcasts and online resources such as blogs, teaching guides, and 

lessons. It all helps us with schoolwork; it also helps us learn new things.” 

For most students, the e-portfolio also serves as a vehicle for communication, 

ongoing discussion, and exchanges of information among students involved in 

a task. In addition, they spoke of the value to them to be able to look back and 

see their progress documented within the e-portfolio.  

Barbara: “We were supposed to record our thoughts and reflections as part of 

the review/reflection process. It was useful having done something to spend 

time on review of what I have done, then to revise my original plan or create a 

new one.” 

Another finding is that the pupils believe they made significant progress in 

transferable skills such as planning, creativity and decision-making whilst 

creating their e-portfolio. Mia listed a set of digital skills she developed, 

nevertheless, she also commented on the negative aspect of the e-portfolio – it 

is time-consuming:  

Carol: “Evernote was a collection of files, showing our experiences, 

achievements, performances and our learning of dance history. It included 

planning, deciding what to include, synthesising information, sharing it, 

reflecting upon our work, and giving, receiving and responding to feedback… 

hmm… it required us to be independent. What I liked is that you could search 

the Internet and be creative in choosing from similar options the one you like 

the most.”  
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Mia: "I can search the Web faster, find pictures; I can record a video, and after 

that, I can put text, images, and video altogether and make it into a note or 

make a story of my ballet education. It was all very beneficial, but building an 

e-portfolio is time-consuming.”  

Overall, students noted the following benefits of the e-portfolio: 

• Widened context of learning; autonomous learning;  

• Shift in ownership of learning through editorship and choice; 

• Showcasing the subject-specific knowledge and skills acquired during the 

course; 

• Opportunities for learning through discovery and application;  

• A vehicle for reflection, communication, and different levels of interaction: 

instructor-student, student-student, student-course content; 

•  Opportunities for self-reflection (identifying strengths and weaknesses) and 

planning; 

• Transferable and digital skills development (confidence in searching and 

processing; working more quickly); 

• Strengthened learning motivation and engagement in learning; 

• Drawbacks: time-consuming. 

Discussions and Dialogue 

Another theme highlighted by the students concerns the place of discussions 

and dialogue in OL. As per their experience, an online course should provide 

opportunities for ongoing exchanges of information among students using 

forum discussion, e-portfolio as a vehicle for communication, email, or using 

text-based direct messaging. Students believe that the opportunities for 
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discussion and communication among them promote active learning, 

collaboration, and engagement. Ana, for example, shared that: 

Ana: “For me, the discussion board is a place for students to learn together, 

and… I don’t know… as if learning multiplied through interaction on the 

discussion board.” 

Taking place in formats such as synchronous classroom discussions, online 

forums, and group activities, discussions provided a platform for students to 

share their thoughts and ask questions.  

Another aspect discussed in research is students’ need for dialogue where 

participants engage in an open and collaborative exchange of ideas, 

perspectives, and knowledge. As per respondents, such interactions fostered 

deeper understanding. 

Helen: “I truly appreciated the opportunities we had in synchronous session for 

conversations that involved us in active listening, respectful engagement with 

and consideration of multiple viewpoints. We were guided through such 

explorations, so that was very helpful; the specific questions encouraged us to 

engage in debate and challenge assumptions. The whole process was 

important as I achieved greater understanding of topics.” 

In an educational context, dialogue is often used as a pedagogical approach 

that fosters critical thinking, reflection, and challenging assumptions. As the 

results demonstrated, dialogue created an inclusive and intellectually 

stimulating environment where students were able to explore complex topics 

and develop higher-order thinking skills. 

Digital Games 

When asked how the course could be improved, more than half of the students 

discussed digital games in education. The HAD course did not provide the 

participants with an opportunity to play educational games. Nevertheless, 

students expressed a wish to use games in all online courses and in all 
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sessions, reporting that this teaching method would be more enjoyable than the 

traditional teaching methods.  

During the interview, it became apparent that educational games tap into 

students’ natural inclinations towards play and challenge, leveraging these 

elements to create a more dynamic and motivating learning environment. 

Considering the results, i.e., the respondents’ requests to make the learning 

process more enjoyable, interactive, and immersive for K-12 level students, the 

gamified learning environment was included in the subjective framework.  

Criteria informed, multimodal, timely, frequent and feedback-rich assessment 

Respondent feedback suggested that in order to be successful online learners, 

students need flexibility, choice, and variety of assessments - the results I 

discussed previously under the Flexibility, variety, choice, and control in 

resources, tasks and assessments dimension. Whilst students appreciated 

having the opportunity to choose the type of assessment, additionally, they wish 

to be provided with a clear description of the criteria used to assess their work 

and participation in the course. They also demand guidance regarding the 

expectations for the required components of work submitted. 

Nick: “Assessments in an online course can provide many good ways for us to 

demonstrate our knowledge. In HAD very clear, very detailed criteria were 

provided for the evaluation of our work. It was also clear that we need to 

participate. That’s what every online course should have, clear criteria, like 

rubrics and expectations. And... I liked the most self-check activities and the 

fact that we were provided with the flexibility to choose the type of assessment 

for some units.” 

They perceive that the most effective assessments include frequent formative 

assessments including peer- and self-assessment, projects, student-created 

podcasts, portfolios, and presentations. 

Notably, the respondents were greatly concerned with grading and generally 

agreed it is an important element of learning. Isabel noted the importance of 
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getting graded assignments in order to be able to adjust and improve, and stay 

motivated: 

Isabel: “Of course, knowing your grades always helps because you know to 

kick it up a notch, to get those extra two points to have an A or whatever that 

might be. Lack of grading is problematic as you just lose motivation.” 

Carol, Tea, and others spoke of the importance of comments on papers so that 

they could know what they had done wrong and what they needed to do to 

improve. Whilst students spoke positively of grades done automatically by the 

course management system for quizzes and quick short tests, Victoria 

explained the value of receiving a comment: 

Victoria: “We had opportunities to see our own knowledge and progress when 

grading was done automatically by Loomen, such as for quizzes and quick short 

tests, but I learn more effectively if I receive teacher feedback. Teachers should 

comment on what you did wrong to help you improve. If they tell me what I did 

wrong and what I could have done to get it right, if I can be told, “You did this. 

This is how you fix it” and I fix it, and get the next paper that says, “You fixed it,” 

then that’s great.” 

Helen similarly complained about receiving a paper without comments in 

another online course and discussed the value of feedback: 

Helen: “What made the teacher decide the grade? Some instructors just give 

you the grade and just go on about their business without telling us why we 

received a grade or how to improve our work. On the other hand, teacher 

feedback in HAD course was great; it was meaningful, offered frequently, and it 

helped me when I needed it.” 

To summarise the students’ views, in addition to flexibility, variety, choice, and 

control in assessments discussed previously (see dimension 5, page 130), 

assessments need to be: 
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• Timely and feedback-rich (feedback on submissions should include teacher 

comments that tell students what made the teacher decide the grade and how 

to improve) 

• Varied: provide different type of assessment  

• Multimodal: projects, presentations, student-created podcasts, and portfolios 

should be available in addition to written papers, quizzes, multiple-choice tests 

and oral examinations, i.e., the same techniques used to assess learning in the 

traditional classroom 

• Criteria informed (e.g., with rubrics and guidance regarding the expectations 

for the required components of work submitted) 

• Frequent (in relation to formative assessments that help students to engage 

with the content, check the achievement of outcomes, and learn whilst 

facilitating future planning)  

• Graded (important to motivate students). 

8)  Technology  

Following the data analysis, the technology component was divided into the 

following sub-dimensions:  

a) Prior experience and confidence with technology  

b) Delivery medium (LMS)  

c) Device used to learn online  

d) Internet speed and quality 

Whilst they see technology as engaging, fun, and interactive, they agreed that 

prior experience and level of confidence with technology is necessary to be a 

successful online learner. Prior experience with technology enables students to 
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navigate online platforms, use communication tools, submit assignments, 

access digital resources, and engage in online discussions more efficiently:  

Isabel: “Hmmm… perhaps Loomen was easy for me because I was already 

familiar with it. In my opinion students should have some prerequisite skills in 

the use of technology and there should be a student orientation session, just in 

case. But yes, it was easy to understand Loomen and how to use it – that 

should be the case for any LMS we use for learning.” 

OL often requires students to use various technological tools and platforms. 

Students who are technologically competent can more quickly adapt to and 

troubleshoot any technical issues that may arise. They are better equipped to 

handle challenges related to Internet connectivity, software compatibility, or 

device usage, allowing them to focus more on their learning tasks. Indeed, 

having familiarity with technology, such as using computers, accessing the 

Internet, and using basic software applications, can make the transition to OL 

smoother.                       

The second Technology dimension - Delivery Medium - is related to the 

characteristics of LMS. Students shared that LMS should be appealing, reliable, 

intuitive, user friendly, convenient to navigate and customised. 

Carol: “Loomen included all the necessary features and functions we needed. 

Navigation was clear and consistent. LMS that we use in a course should 

definitely be user friendly… also appealing to us. It is also important to have a 

reliable and well-functioning laptop or computer at home and fast internet”. 

Aspects related to the technical characteristics of the LMS, such as ease of 

using the LMS, its capability to meet students’ requirements; flexibility in 

interacting with the LMS; integration and consistency between the different 

components of the LMS, and the existence of features and functions the 

students need, were all highlighted as important.  

Another aspect discussed in research was Internet speed and quality that were 

recognised as crucial factors for effective OL. Barbara noted that: “Quality 
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Internet allows for smooth real-time communication, which is essential for live 

classes”.  

Finally, as shared during the interview, the Device sub-component is related to 

the ownership of reliable device for OL which students recognised as essential, 

together with the functionality and connectivity of the device used for learning 

online. 

9) Context 

In general, the findings suggest that students’ immediate surroundings, physical 

environment, family and peer relationships, and broader academic setting all 

have a significant impact on student OL attitudes, learning outcomes and 

overall experience. Most students reported that having a positive indoor 

environment comprising of comfortable living conditions, i.e., spacious rooms, 

availability of a designated learning space (even if the space is also used for 

other purposes), absence of noise, and pleasant view, are all important 

contextual factors that influence learning.  

Maja: “Because our home becomes our learning environment, the size of our 

learning space, noise at home, and how it looks like, are all impacting upon 

learning from home. For me, it is important to use the living room for studying 

because my bedroom is tiny, cluttered, and I do not have a desk there. So 

even if the space is also used by others, I prefer studying in a big room using a 

dining table, then holding my laptop in my lap whilst sitting on my bed. I think 

how our space for study at home looks like and feels like are very important”. 

In addition, students highlighted family support, family and peer relationships, 

teacher-student relationships, the school they attend, and even weather 

conditions, as different factors that influence their learning experiences and 

their motivation to learn. 

Ana: “Context in which we learn is a big factor. There is a significant difference 

in how I learn when I’m left alone or when I’m bothered. I am frequently 

interrupted by text messages from classmates, which make it difficult to focus 
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on my work. I also find it challenging to complete assessment activities at 

home because my brother would interrupt me. Also, I find it easier to 

concentrate if there is no noise from the TV or if I have my room all for myself 

to study… And if it’s sunshine outside... (laughter)… and if I have a nice 

view…(laughter)… that helps too. Not everyone has the same conditions, so 

these differences have to be taken into account”. 

Victoria: “I think that relationships with family and friends could both positively 

and negatively impact our OL. For example, having a supportive sister who 

helps with household tasks if I need to study is important, or if she provides 

support with my study, that is beneficial too; conversely, distractions from my 

brother can ruin my mood to study. He is little so he just runs around and 

screams; you cannot concentrate. Then I just lose the motivation, completely. 

Also, relationship with the teacher is important”. 

As insightfully highlighted by Victoria and Nick, external factors such as weather 

conditions can also impact OL. For example, if a student is experiencing 

Internet connectivity issues due to severe weather conditions such as a storm, 

it may disrupt their learning and cause frustration, leading to a decrease in 

motivation. According to student answers, the combination of the availability of 

a designated learning space, physical and indoor environmental quality, 

weather conditions, family and peer relationships and support, and academic 

setting are all crucial contextual factors in shaping students’ experiences with 

OL. 

Positive course atmosphere 

Resulting from the analysis of the interviewees’ experiences, a key factor was 

created – the Positive Course Atmosphere to emphasise the importance 

students assign to the overall atmosphere and climate for learning within a 

course and the teacher’s role in developing it. It encompasses the following 

characteristics: 

1. Involved, caring teacher (teacher’s teaching style, way of being, and 

presence are setting a positive tone) 
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2. Promotion of a climate of care, openness, and honesty; surrounding the 

student with human core-values  

3. The quality of course materials and resources 

4. The clarity of course instructions and expectations 

5. Promotion of flexibility, choice and autonomy for students  

6. Appropriate human interactions; promotion of the sense of community and 

belonging; built in time for face-to-face contact; developing trust and two-way 

dialogue; providing opportunities for informal networking between students and 

positive relationships development  

7. Embedding a range of effective communication channels to suit all 

stakeholders.  

Each of the 7 categories contributes to a positive learning environment and 

supports student engagement, motivation, and satisfaction throughout their 

educational journey. Importantly, whilst as per interviewed students the positive 

course atmosphere pertains largely to the instructional design, materials, and 

overall learning environment, through analysis of the data, multiple teachers’ 

behaviours were identified as contributing to a positive course atmosphere, 

including tone of voice, humour, setting an example, encouragement, and care. 

In that sense, a positive course atmosphere experience was largely the result of 

the teacher’s ‘way of being’, teacher’s presence, as well as appropriate human 

interactions, and surrounding the child with human core-values.  

Carol reported that she participated more on the discussion board when she 

saw that humour was welcome, and the teacher set the tone of valuing 

everyone’s opinion and projected strong feelings of care for the subject and 

students: 
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Tea: “I engaged with other students as well, but I did that because you (the 

teacher) were engaging and cared for course so much and that we learn in a 

fun way. You supported us to feel that we are doing something important.”  

Mia: “You set the example - you made it easier for us to talk and open up 

because you shared so much.” 

In addition to the idea of teachers providing personal stories to help students to 

get to know them, promoting a sense of community and belonging, students 

suggested that personal stories and anecdotes could facilitate understanding of 

the course material by giving them something to “relate to”, for example, in 

instances where a teacher worked with a famous choreographer. Ana 

mentioned a geography course in which the professor posted pictures from 

places he had been all around the world. She said it was helpful in learning 

about both the subject and the professor. 

Another student, Tania, provided an interesting angle on how her learning was 

aided and a climate of trust, openness and honesty promoted:  

Tania: “You were stopping at times to “think aloud” and describe how you feel, 

think, and act in a certain situation. That openness was what created good 

atmosphere, and trust that mistakes are welcome on our way to learning, and 

that helped me lose my fear of learning.” 

As per student experiences, a positive course atmosphere promotes a sense of 

enthusiasm, motivation, and comfort, fostering an environment conducive to 

learning.  

It is important to note that the Socio-affective dimension, the Teacher 

dimension, and the Positive course atmosphere dimension, overlap and 

interact. This interconnectedness emphasises that the combined effect of these 

dimensions is greater than the sum of their individual impacts. In the ‘whole’ 

learning experience, the relations and processes between these dimensions 

work together synergistically. For instance, the positive interactions among 

choir members and the caring guidance of the conductor contribute to a 
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harmonious and uplifting atmosphere that enhances the overall experience 

beyond what one can achieve alone. Separately, however, these dimensions 

focus on distinct aspects of the learning experience.  

The Socio-affective dimension emphasises the emotional and interpersonal 

aspects. The Positive course atmosphere includes appropriate human 

interactions too, yet, it additionally focuses on the instructional design and 

overall learning environment, the clarity of course instructions and expectations, 

and the quality of course materials and resources. Similarly like the Socio-

affective dimension, the Positive course atmosphere centres around the sense 

of community and belonging, social connections and collaboration. It involves 

creating opportunities for interaction and engagement among course 

participants, but stresses the importance of providing a supportive learning 

environment where students feel valued, connected, and motivated to actively 

participate.  

Results of this study show that teachers greatly contribute to a positive learning 

climate and the overall tone within the learning environment. Thus, by 

recognising and incorporating these separate dimensions into a unison, 

teachers can design and facilitate courses that offer a holistic learning 

experience which nurtures both academic growth and social-emotional well-

being. In turn, considering these dimensions as separate factors allows 

teachers to address each aspect strategically and comprehensively. 

RQ 3: What is the conceptual understanding of OL in upper primary education 

stemming from the upper primary students’ experiences in the HAD online 

module? 

The answer to this question is depicted in Figure 4.2 on the following page as a 

map of dimensions concerning the different types of meanings ascribed to OL 

and the required components of learning online for youth.   
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Figure 4.2: The Main Characteristics and Components of OL as per Students’ 
Experiences 

Learning configuration: Synchronous and asynchronous learning and 

autonomous learning and learning with others 

When commenting on the use of time in OL, respondents were distinguishing 

asynchronous and synchronous OL, i.e., learning and communicating in real-

time such as in Teams sessions, and working in their own time, independent of 

a shared timeframe. Relatedly, from the students’ arguments presented in the 

interviews, an account of learning online rooted in the interdependency 

between the individual (self) and social learning (with peers and teacher 

present) was highlighted. Tea expressed the benefits of both learning 

configurations: 
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Tea: “Learning asynchronously is for me what describes OL and it is one of the 

benefits of online courses as you do not have to worry about trying to find time 

to meet as a whole class… I appreciated studying alone but when everyone got 

together and we are learning in pairs and groups, that is great too as problems 

are more easily solved together. Also, teamwork and when we are 

brainstorming together helps us get more ideas.” 

All students shared that learning asynchronously was a distinct feature of their 

HAD course and a very positive one. 

Maja: “OL allows many individual activities; to watch course videos alone, in 

our own home, and without distractions of the classroom - where we can also 

search for extra clarifications or learn more about the topic by browsing the 

Internet as we pause the video we are watching. For me, that alone time is 

very important. Often, traditional classrooms are small and too many students 

spend all day together; I would prefer if we were learning some school subjects 

like this – online, alone, and some at school.” 

Students, however, asked for both asynchronous course components and 

synchronous/live tutorials, group projects, and/or discussion sessions. They 

shared they would regret the lack of face-to-face contact with their teacher and 

peers, and did not see the benefit in asynchronous learning completely 

replacing the face-to-face aspect of learning: 

Helen: “Online course should incorporate synchronous group work and 

collaboration with the independent, offline study. One suggestion I have is, for 

example, to plan ahead some tutorials so that students meet together to go 

online in one shared class in two weeks. Definitely, both ways of studying are 

useful. Also, I love going to school. We need to see our friends so studying 

completely online, like during the pandemic, would not work for us. Both ways 

should be used.” 

As the analysed data indicate, at this stage in education, online courses should 

not be entirely asynchronous but incorporate face-to-face elements. Also, not 
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all classes and school subjects should be delivered online – this study’s 

participants had a very firm attitude about this. The students’ suggestions are 

that the OL model is to be used for some courses and, for others, a hybrid 

approach would work better, i.e., a face-to-face traditional mode of learning 

combined with the online mode for what it is best at (such as, linking materials, 

researching, and for discussing with experts that are located elsewhere). The 

online environment, however, is not seen as optimal in providing feedback, 

explanation, and interaction with other students. 

Autonomous learning and learning together 

As per students, the course allowed many opportunities for collaboration, 

interaction, communication, sharing of ideas, and learning together, such as on 

the forum, and that was one of the key experiences they wish to have again: 

Mia: “Not just me, but all students valued the interaction that came out from us 

being involved in Loomen discussions. I appreciated the good atmosphere that 

you (the teacher) created and the opportunity to share ideas and resources with 

you and your peers. When we collaborate on tasks or all discuss something 

together, we can brainstorm as a group and get even more ideas than we could 

alone.” 

Students see collaboration playing an important role in learning; they believe 

that it is essential they are provided with opportunities to work together on 

group projects, engage in discussions, and problem-solving activities. 

Additionally, it was suggested that educators need to be mindful of decisions 

that may limit learning by, for example, not providing possibilities for interaction 

amongst the participants or, conversely, by failing to create opportunities for 

learners to learn away from others, organising their own learning. When I asked 

the students to clarify, they explained that they appreciate both studying alone 

and time with their teacher and peers.  

Notably, independent study and individually chosen activities led to a sense of 

ownership of one’s learning and positive feeling of the personalised learning 

journey: 



 

163 

Ana: “Watching course videos alone, the choices, and nature of course activities 

created a feeling that my learning journey is ‘just-for-me’, ‘just-my-own’. I really 

enjoyed that aspect of the course (being on my own), as it is in complete 

opposition to how I learn at school.” 

As this quote demonstrates, and the overall findings confirm, online courses 

need to facilitate and balance opportunities for autonomous, private learning 

and group work, collaboration, peer sharing, discussions, and interaction. Maja, 

for example, liked synchronous sessions when everyone got together when she 

was learning in pairs and groups, and insisted that online classes have to be 

set up so that students can interact with their classmates. However, for Maja, 

the self-study and interaction on the discussion forum that includes the removal 

of strict times allotted to the discussion and excludes the presence of others, 

was highly appreciated too. Similarly, since the students were allowed 

significant freedom in the e-portfolio activity, that private learning time, as they 

concluded, promoted a shift in ownership of learning to themselves.  

The meaning ascribed to OL  

Figure 4.3 condenses how learners conceptualise OL and the meanings they 

ascribe to it. 

 

Figure 4.3: The Meaning Ascribed to OL  
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Cognitive processes: OL as a process of acquiring knowledge, skills and 

attitudes with the help of technology in your own time, pace, and place 

The study highlighted the cognitive processes involved in learning: from 

reproduction to production and contextualisation. Specifically, they 

distinguished between remembering the content and gaining an understanding 

of it, learning about the subject and other disciplines in their own time, pace, 

and place, versus. having the opportunities to act upon/co-create content as a 

part of acquiring new skills which included transfer of knowledge and skills to 

different contexts. Ana clearly formulated a definition of OL as a flexible journey 

towards understanding and remembering content, acquiring new skills and 

becoming able to transfer knowledge and apply what they learned to new 

situations: 

Ana: “Traditional lessons have no flexibility; the teacher decides everything. The 

online course is different. The flexibility in OL actually helps me learn - we take 

lessons in our own time and go through the lesson at our own pace... we spend 

as much time as needed on learning definitions, remembering facts, gaining an 

understanding of things or learning new skills such as editing video or images, 

something that I could use then in other classes.” 

Further, students described course tasks using words such as: “clarifying”, 

“relating”, “exploring”, “reinterpreting”, and “linking”. These words relate to being 

active about examining a concept or practice, and acting upon content, 

signalling higher-order thinking as a vital element of their learning process. 

However, the findings were surprising to me in that the students offered an 

understanding of learning that includes a change in perception, behavioural 

change, and establishing self-concept, a transformation in addition to acquiring 

academic learning outcomes, which I conceptualised as a journey of becoming.  

OL as transformation: the journey of becoming 

In my original conception of OL stemming from the reviewed literature and 

provisional framework, I had thought of a set of conditions and factors as OL, 

i.e., a blend of technology (device, LMS, the Internet); with a set of actions 
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(such as what a teacher says and does and how students are engaged); a set 

of stakeholders (teacher, students, and out of school actors), together with 

elements such as planning, support, context, etc., influencing upon the process 

of achieving specific learning outcomes within an online course. However, what 

became apparent upon the data analysis was that OL - enabled and 

characterised by all the other dimensions identified from the students’ 

experiences – also facilitated transformation – a change in students’ 

perceptions and awareness, and change in their behaviour and self-concept. 

Transformational statements related to becoming a person fall into three 

categories:  

1.Perspective transformation (changes in one’s perception of self, others, life 

and what is important) 

2.Behavioural and relational transformation (changes in the way one is dealing 

with situations and relates to others), and  

3.Personal transformation: developing self-concept and identities; development 

of integrity, i.e., clarifying values; and development of agency. 

Perspective transformation  

Carol shared how participating in the course triggered self-awareness, 

specifically, change in her self-awareness, which consequently enabled her to 

deal with certain situations in a more positive way, i.e., it resulted in a positive 

behavioural change. 

Carol: “I realised that I was stubborn; but we talked about it in our feedback 

session - how I set my standards very high and don’t accept help from anyone, 

and that, by this, I make learning difficult for myself.” 

Interviewer: “So, you say you are aware of the obstacle now, that you see your 

stubbornness. Can you explain the difference with before?” 
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Carol: “I think that before I was struggling with my pride to accept help from the 

teacher and peers, and now I feel more OK with it. I didn’t see it before, where 

actually teacher help, or help that I now seek from my peers when I don’t 

understand something, helps me progress even faster.” 

Parts of the course content and tasks facilitated change in perspective and 

thinking for another student: 

Maja: “My definition of dance was too simple. I felt bad after I compared my 

definition with the definition of dance offered in the video-lesson. The course 

made me reflect upon things and myself, and gave me some different ideas 

about dance and situations that were clear to me but might not have been that 

clear after all, or that needed to be looked at from a different perspective. My 

definition of dance completely changed; for example, I became aware of dance 

for persons with different abilities.” 

Further, the perceived variety of learning opportunities - the diversity of the 

means and ways of interacting with the content and acting upon the content, 

was a key experience that activated transformational learning for Nick: 

Nick: “In school, we learn and discuss the stuff from the book, but in HAD class 

we take quick quizzes, we share our own thoughts on a discussion forum about 

what we learned, we share video clips and voice messages about the subject, 

linking what we knew to what we learned; we record in Evernote our thoughts 

and feelings after watching a clip, and document our personal progress there... 

Also, together, we created a glossary containing definitions, images, and videos 

to clarify and demonstrate ballet terminology. The variety is great and helps me 

learn by doing tasks in different ways and helps me see the subject, and content 

in a new way, in many different ways.” 

What is apparent from these and other comments, is that the course triggered 

perspective transformation – for example, it encouraged learners to broaden 

their understanding of the concept of dance by triggering a change in their 

perception of ‘who can dance’. The course also supported the development of 
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their self-awareness by establishing a link in the course between knowledge 

construction, reflective thinking, and self-understanding. What can be observed 

is that the right engagement with the content can result in transformative 

learning accountable for the construction of academic and personal knowledge. 

Students experienced insight – such as Carol in her rejection of help, or Maja, 

who concluded that dance needs to be looked at from a different perspective. 

As students went through the process of analysis, evaluation and reflection, an 

alteration in their understanding happened, and consequently, a change in 

consciousness and in how they act.  

This is an important finding because it demonstrates that, by challenging 

students’ thinking and questioning their existing beliefs, understanding, and 

practices through engagement with and reflection on the course content and 

their own learning journey, students are accessing new lenses to see and, 

consequently, deepening their understanding and broadening their awareness. 

Behavioural and relational transformation and clarifying values - developing 

integrity 

Students shared that working on a group task of acting upon the content by 

clarifying, exploring, reinterpreting, and linking concepts and information, 

facilitated their collaborative skills and change in their behaviour. They pointed 

out that collaborative group tasks made them learn to adjust themselves to 

others:  

Ana: “In a break-out room, when we were placed in a group to work on a mind 

map together, I felt a lot of uncertainty at first. There was a conflict about what 

to include, but I didn’t want to take part in the fight or suggest anything. I wasn’t 

sure we will be able to finish the task. At the same time, I wanted to participate 

… hmm… I wanted to suggest how to link ideas and be accepted in a group. 

After a while, we found a way to work together and respect each other because 

we had a set of rules for completing the task. Nick brought that up at one point 

and he reminded everyone of what you, the teacher said. That was really 

needed; basically, Nick ensured progress for the group.” 
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Rather than viewing this initial disorganisation and conflict negatively, 

disequilibrium served a constructive role. The situation propelled one student 

(Nick) to a journey through the stages of disorganisation and uncertainty 

towards seeking respect for everyone and the task, and demonstrating a new 

level of agency. The group disequilibrium brought the student (Nick) to a turning 

point that caused the learner to actively seek acceptance of rules from his 

peers, (rules that each group had for the task), whilst another student (Ana) 

recognised ethical behaviour in her peer (Nick). What may seem a simple daily 

occurrence in schools (disorganisation and conflict between students engaged 

in a group task), as demonstrated, can become moments for the child to 

develop confidence, discover new values, and continue building their own value 

systems.  

It is through the school (and family) that the child first experiences cooperation 

or rivalry, jealousy or sharing, i.e., learns about values, rights and obligations, 

about solidarity and responsibility. For example, tolerance and respect for all 

were other newly acquired values in the course. Upon becoming aware of 

diversity among cultures in their representation of dance and the role that 

dance plays in these different cultures, the insight provoked an alteration in 

attitudes and values the students hold and resulted in the appreciation of 

diversity. Additionally, the exposure to extended learning opportunities beyond 

the course requirements was mentioned as provoking alteration in attitudes and 

values students hold. 

Mia: “Internet and devices are giving us opportunities for expression, for 

learning… to be creative… Links to external content and Internet sources and 

pages were wonderful. I learned so much and changed my opinion on different 

things as we were challenged to see dance from different cultures and different 

people’s participation in dance. I see the value now in the fact that everyone has 

something different to contribute to dance.” 
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Developing agency 

Based on the data collected in this study, it is evident that students enact 

agency through their ability to regulate their cognitive, affective, and 

behavioural processes as they interact with the environment – the process 

which entails not only a behavioural skill in self-managing environmental 

contingencies, but also the knowledge and the sense of personal agency to 

enact this skill in relevant contexts. Students presented a clear picture of how 

they regulate and use their influence to meet personal and collective goals, and 

shared that they appreciate being encouraged and supported to get involved in 

decisions that affect them: 

Isabel: “We need the possibility to make our own choices and decisions 

regarding our lives and school. Some adults think that children are at risk from 

the dangers associated with technologies and the Internet, and that it is the role 

of adults to protect children from it. But the Internet and devices are giving us 

opportunities for expression, for learning, and to be creative.” 

They also enjoyed autonomy over their learning content – for example, in Week 

4 they chose which famous ballet they wish to study: 

Nicole: “I enjoyed Week 4 tasks - the choice between two ballets, which one I 

wish to learn about. I was so happy that I could choose that, in the end, I 

watched both videos and learned about both ballets. I even got encouraged to 

search on the Internet for other excerpts from those ballets. I liked the music so 

much and wanted to see other dances and variations from Giselle.” 

The students valued having an access to learning opportunities where they 

discovered their own learning path, and as reported in the comment, this offer 

of choice increased their motivation, enjoyment and persistence in learning. 

Developing self-concept - establishing identities 

Data analysis yielded another essential finding - the students’ constructions of 

self as varying according to the situation being experienced. Each student is in 
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a set of relationships within multiple educational settings and their sense of self 

is dynamic and fluctuating; for example, a student (Nick) identified himself as a 

ballet student and swimmer at the same time. Nick shared the difficulties he 

faces amongst regular school children who mock him about going to ballet. He 

also goes to swimming lessons and explained that he is still unsure if he will 

choose a career as a swimmer or a dancer. Intrigued by this discussion, I asked 

the student “how do you see yourself – as a swimmer or dancer?”, and he 

answered: “Both. I take pride in both”. This made me think about how people 

tend to assign other people into categories, but these ‘categories’ are multiple 

as are identities that form one’s concept of self. Thus, in addition to learning 

about a school subject or group dynamics as discussed previously, students 

learn about themselves.  

Indeed, learning is a journey of discovery, such as becoming aware of our own 

role in learning, or discovering what kind of learner one is. A participant’s 

(Helen) response showed that she attempted to balance competing agendas in 

her decision-making about her class engagement - whether she was very 

engaged or less engaged in the course - and concluded that her learner self is 

different in an online course from her learner self in a traditional classroom. 

Helen shared that her engagement depended upon different factors, for 

example, her interest level in the content, her other school-related 

requirements, and the expectations/conduct of an external authority – the 

teacher. She was looking for a smaller number of tasks in her online course and 

said that in the online course she prefers to “observe” until she is sure of the 

teacher’s involvement and her own interest level. Helen said that she likes to 

“kind of wait to see the expectations”. She also said that she was more 

engaged once she concluded that the teacher had established a good 

interaction and high expectations but that that’s different to how she acts in a 

traditional classroom: 

Helen: “When we started communicating and I saw the expectations and your 

engagement, I was like ‘Oh, okay, I need to be really diligent about participating 

in this class.’ In another online class, they just wanted the basics of us, just to 
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submit the assignment. I realised very soon I can do the bare minimum in that 

other online course... which is so different from how I participate in classes 

when we are at school. As if I become a different person online - I wait to see 

what has to be done because I do not see the teacher in front of me watching 

us constantly... I know that I did not participate much at first. But it was not that I 

disliked interactions and discussions, or did not want to do my best. I thought 

this course would be like other online classes we had during the pandemic.” 

It can be concluded that her ‘online learner self’ influenced the way the student 

participated in classroom interactions. This finding supports an understanding 

of identity as partially based on actions in specific contexts, i.e., who we are is a 

matter of what we choose to do and how we choose to invest in what we do. 

This finding also demonstrates that on a learning journey, students are 

clarifying values – developing integrity. Finally, this finding challenges the 

notion of a stable subject that is becoming or learning and implies the idea of an 

unstable and fluid notion of self. 

The verb becoming was repeatedly used in interviews – such as “becoming 

able to transfer knowledge”, “becoming more skilful in creating and editing 

videos”, “becoming more responsible as a learner”, and “becoming more 

aware”. What children expressed was the process, an ongoing transformation 

within them; a learning experience where the physical, emotional, and cognitive 

are all employed in the understanding of self and others, in becoming – 

becoming a different ‘thing’ for a different student, i.e., in becoming a person.  

For educators, this finding suggests that it is important to engage learners in 

regular classroom practices that facilitate insight and planned academic and 

personal transformation, i.e., change in consciousness. The results suggest a 

necessity to recognise the important role of schooling in facilitating the journey 

of becoming - an ongoing act of acquiring knowledge, skills, behaviours and 

attitudes, towards self-understanding and illuminating who we are.  
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4.3 Subjective Conceptual Framework  

Following Charmaz’s (2006) CGT in building abstractions, categories, and 

concepts from the data, I developed a pattern of meanings from the students’ 

experiences mapped out as the Subjective Conceptual Framework (see Figure 

4.4). In addition to cognitive processes related to acquiring subject knowledge, 

skills and attitudes, it became apparent that OL includes a process of 

transformation, evidenced, for example, in Carol’s quote that describes learning 

as becoming a different person and change in perception and consciousness, 

leading to achieving greater self-understanding and understanding of others.  

 

Figure 4.4: Subjective Conceptual Framework   

Notably, the students identified awareness - perspective transformation, as one 

of the learning outcomes. Thus, from their answers, the conceptual organisation 

of OL in upper PE is configured as a journey of becoming. It encompasses a 

flexible TEL experience that endorses independence and personal control, 

revolving as a blend of synchronous and asynchronous learning opportunities, 

between autonomous learning and learning with others. Student interviews 
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have also identified the Positive course atmosphere in addition to the following 

nine OL success factors as required to maximise the effectiveness of this 

learning model, student learning outcomes, and satisfaction:  

1. Course content, design and delivery; 2. Flexibility, variety, choice, and control 

in resources, tasks and assessments; 3. Support; 4. Socio-affective 

considerations; 5. Teacher; 6. Student; 7. Pedagogy; 8. Technology; and 9. 

Context. 

Resulting from the application of CGT to study participants’ experiences, Figure 

4.4 depicts the components of subjective conceptualisation of learning online 

for upper PE, including indicators, and factors/inputs that are operating in an OL 

setting. 

4.4 Towards the OLY Framework: Integration of the Provisional and 

Subjective Conceptual Framework   

Following Goldkuhl and Cronholm (2010), during the process of theorising, I 

related the findings from the empirical study (subjective framework) to the 

established research (provisional framework). The existing theory - the 

provisional framework, was used as a building block to support the empirical 

data in formation of a new ‘theory’ - holistic conceptual framework of OL for K-

12. It also served as a means for analysis and control of the validity of the 

created framework, with the aim of proposing a “multi-grounded” (Goldkuhl and 

Lind, 2010; Goldkuhl and Cronholm, 2010) conceptual tool, grounded in:  

• Empirical data (mainly through an inductive approach) - empirical grounding; 

• Pre-existing theories (selected for the theorised phenomena) - theoretical 

grounding; 

• Explicit congruence within the theory itself (between elements in the theory) - 

internal grounding (Goldkuhl and Cronholm, 2010, p.192) (see Figure 4.5 on 

the following page). 
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Figure 4.5: Three Complementary Grounding Sources for a Developed Theory 

(Goldkuhl and Cronholm, 2010) 

The provisional framework exposed twelve dimensions describing and affecting 

OL ecology in K-12 education: Student; Teacher; Technology; Pedagogy; 

Course content, design and delivery; Context acknowledgement; Planning; 

Support; Ongoing programme evaluation, adaptation, and improvement; Socio-

affective dimension of learning; Mosaic of theories on learning; and 

Accessibility and inclusiveness, in addition to the key dimension Educating the 

whole-child relating to both learning outcomes and learning processes. The 

metaphor of OL ecosystem and ecology highlighted the complex relationships 

between the identified elements.  

On the other hand, the data analysis yielded slightly different key themes and 

factors of a holistic OL experience in upper PE. These were classified into nine 

categories of the subjective OL framework: Course content, design and 

delivery; Flexibility, variety, choice, and control in resources, tasks and 

assessments; Support; Socio-affective considerations; Teacher; Student; 

Pedagogy; Technology; and Context, with the key theme - Journey of 

becoming, unfolding through the synchronous and asynchronous learning, and 

independent study and collaborative learning activities of a course which 

includes a positive atmosphere. 

The comparison reveals the organisation of learning activities within online 

courses into synchronous and asynchronous learning, and independent study 
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and collaborative learning in the subjective framework. The provisional 

framework outlines synchronous and asynchronous learning, independent 

study and learning together too, but designates them as sub-dimensions within 

the broader dimensions of Course delivery and Pedagogy respectively. Due to 

the significance attributed to these distinctions by students (synchronous and 

asynchronous learning, alongside independent study and collaborative 

learning), the holistic comprehension of Online Learning for Youth - OLY 

Framework - retains these categories as distinct and separate entities. This 

organisation ensures that the unique nature and impact of each learning 

approach is preserved and recognised in the overall OL experience. 

Continuing the comparison, I present both frameworks side by side for the 

purpose of systematisation and to identify the inputs/factors of OL for youth 

upon the merger of two frameworks (see Table 4.2). 

   

Table 4.2: OL Factors/Inputs Across Two Frameworks 

The comparison reveals a significant overlap between factors in both 

frameworks, and highlights five categories that are exclusive to each 

framework. For instance, the Mosaic of theories on learning is present only in 

the provisional framework, while the Flexibility, variety, choice, and control in 

resources, tasks, and assessments dimension is unique to the subjective 

framework. Continuing development of OLY, integrated overlapping categories 

and retained distinct categories from the two frameworks. Upon analysis, I 

merged the Ongoing course evaluation, adaptation, and improvement 

dimension and Planning dimension.  



 

176 

While these two dimensions have distinct focuses and timelines (one focuses 

on ongoing improvement during delivery, and the other on pre-implementation 

planning), they are interconnected and complementary. The Planning 

dimension involves the initial design and preparation of online courses and 

programmes before their implementation. It includes determining learning 

objectives, selecting appropriate instructional strategies, designing 

assessments, organising content, and planning the overall structure of the 

course. The Ongoing Course Evaluation, Adaptation, and Improvement 

dimension focuses on continuously assessing and enhancing the effectiveness 

of online courses/programmes during their delivery and beyond, thus, making 

necessary adaptations to improve the learning experiences. It emphasises the 

importance of being responsive to the evolving needs of students and the 

dynamic nature of OL environments. 

Combining both dimensions ensures that online courses are well-designed from 

the outset, with clear learning objectives, appropriate instructional methods, and 

relevant assessments amongst other necessary considerations. As the courses 

are implemented, the ongoing evaluation dimension allows for continuous 

improvement based on student feedback, learning analytics, and reflections on 

teaching practices.  

Merging the Ongoing course evaluation, adaptation, and improvement with the 

Planning dimension, and integrating the overlapping categories and distinct 

categories from the two frameworks, yielded 12 factors of a comprehensive, 

holistic conceptual understanding of OL for youth (see Figure 4.6 on the 

following page): 

1. Course content, design and delivery;  

2. Flexibility, variety, choice, and control in resources, tasks and assessments;  

3. Support;  

4. Socio-affective considerations;  
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5. Teacher;  

6. Student;  

7. Pedagogy;  

8. Technology;  

9. Planning and ongoing course evaluation, adaptation, and improvement;  

10. Accessibility and inclusiveness;  

11. Context; and  

12. Mosaic of theories on learning. 

 

 

Figure 4.6: The Online Learning for Youth - OLY framework 
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Additionally, key themes across both frameworks were disaggregated into more 

precise individual factors. The comparison of sub-dimensions within both 

frameworks (see Appendix 5), yielded the individual sub-factors within each of 

the 12 dimensions of OLY framework, outlined in the following Table 4.3. 
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Table 4.3: Twelve OLY Dimensions and its Sub-dimensions 

The created conceptual framework - a map of dimensions concerning the 

different types of meanings ascribed to OL and the required components of 

learning online in K-12 education - is discussed in the following section. 
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4.5 Holistic Perspective on Youth Online Learning: OLY Framework  

The focus of the fourth research question, and what it was meant to achieve, 

was a possible understanding and comprehensive, holistic configuration of OL 

in upper PE taking into account the lessons learned from the literature and the 

students’ experiences: 

RQ 4: Based on RQ 1, RQ 2 and RQ 3 - How can OL experiences of upper 

primary or lower high school age students (13-14 years) be conceptualised and 

integrated into a holistic framework of OL for youth (OLY)? 

Relating the findings from the empirical study (subjective framework) to the 

established research (provisional framework) resulted in the following key 

themes:  

OL as a journey of becoming within an educational environment of positive 

climate for learning, and learning being delivered between synchronous and 

asynchronous learning activities, and autonomous and collaborative learning 

opportunities. The educating the whole-child dimension at its centre relates to 

both learning outcomes and learning processes informed by the 12 inputs/12 

dimensions, essential to the understanding and success of OL for youth. 

The OLY framework arises as a complex, dynamic, and non‐hierarchical 

construct. Further, it is suggested that OL requires an understanding and 

application of all identified dimensions (that interact with one another) to 

support learning online. The framework works in an integrated manner for its 

final achievement - the substantive theory of learning online for youth, revolving 

around the main category - whole-child-centred OL ecology. Understanding OL 

as an ecology, highlights the experience of learning as a non-linear process, 

emergent, and defined by the needs of learners. Students are given agency 

and the opportunity to take responsibility for their own learning. They are 

empowered to build their own personal learning paths in a more independent, 

autonomous space, whilst being provided with the initial and ongoing support 

on their journey. Furthermore, the framework places the student at its centre, 

and theorises OL by identifying learning not being entirely separated from 
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becoming. In this broadened understanding of education that includes learning 

as a journey of becoming, and rests on a positive climate for learning, learning 

is recognised as multidirectional, developing an individual’s self and their 

knowledge, skills, attitudes, and behaviours (refer to Figure 4.6, page 176).  

In this way, for policy-makers, researchers and practitioners alike, OLY 

provides a coherent ‘frame’ to locate the components of the OL puzzle. OLY is 

seen as the mechanism for understanding, creating, delivering, evaluating, and 

promoting effective OL for youth, by which theory to practice is linked. In doing 

so, OLY addresses the gap in K-12 literature. 

What is new about this framework: 

• It builds on existing theories, frameworks, and evidence-based characteristics 

of OL experiences in providing direction for understanding, creating, delivering, 

evaluating, and promoting effective OL in K-12 education.  

• It is grounded in students’ experiences arising from learners being engaged as 

OL testers, informants and/or design partners. A key strength of such an 

approach to creating an OLY framework, is that it acknowledges the lived reality 

of the individual, while not reducing OL to solely student views. 

• It explores OL ecology as a process of educating the whole child and learning 

as becoming at the centre of learning outcomes and learning processes that 

are additionally informed by the twelve inputs of OLY (12 factors).  

• It focuses on learning as transformation, identities’ formation and developing 

an individual’s self, in addition to developing students’ knowledge, 

understanding, skills, behaviours and attitudes, thus, highlighting learning as 

multidirectional within a positive learning climate. 

• It explicitly recognises both synchronous and asynchronous activities, and 

autonomous and collaborative learning opportunities. 

• It incorporates theoretical principles on learning to help teachers facilitate a 

compelling OL experience.  
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• It addresses both the planning and evaluation, adaptation and improvement of 

OL courses and programmes. 

• It represents an adaptive framework for conceptual understanding of OL for 

youth that can be modified to fit a specific school ecology and subject contexts. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Conclusion  

The following discussion positions the findings of my study in relation to extant 

knowledge. It also serves to clarify the created categories and demonstrate how 

the OLY framework adds to existing knowledge (Charmaz, 2006; Goulding, 

2017).  

5.1  Discussion of Findings   

In addition to the core dimension of OLY, the framework’s reach and 

effectiveness is dependent upon and affected by OL ecology unfolding within 

Positive climate for learning, between Synchronous and asynchronous learning 

activities, and Autonomous learning and learning with others. Next, I discuss 

each dimension in detail. 

5.1.1 Online Learning Ecology unfolding between Synchronous and 

Asynchronous Learning Activities, and Autonomous Learning and 

Learning Together     

In light of the sector moving toward a paradigm of online learning ecology 

(Andrews and Haythonthwaithe, 2011; Ellis and Goodyear, 2009; Frielick, 2004; 

McCalla, 2004), it was considered timely and relevant that the conceptual 

framework for understanding OL for youth embraces a holistic, non-dualistic, 

and authentic mode of thinking ecologically about OL and reality, where the 

term holistic means cultivating the whole person. Conceiving a 

teaching/learning setting as an ecosystem or ecology (Brown 2000; Kelly, 1994; 

Nardi and O’Day, 2000), means that learning/teaching is an eco-systemic 

process of transforming information into knowledge, in which teacher, subject, 

and student relationships are embedded or situated in a context where complex 

interacting influences shape the experience and the quality of learning 

outcomes (Frielick, 2004). Like some other theoretical frames, e.g., activity 

theory (Bannon, 1997; Kaptelinin and Nardi, 2018) and actor-network theory 

(Latour, 1999), ecological views draw attention to the “cyclical and emergent 

nature of human activity” (Andrews and Haythonthwaithe, 2011, p. 159), and 
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learning as related to broader social and cultural processes (Lave and Wenger, 

1991). Further, the worldview in this approach embraces the idea that “there 

are no separate elements … the whole is composed of inseparable aspects that 

simultaneously and conjointly define the whole” (Altman and Rogoff, 1991, p. 

24). 

Taking an ecological approach to the student experience of OL stresses 

cooperation, relationships and interdependence rather than polarisations. The 

connections and networks that are made both inside and outside of the 

classroom are critical to students’ current and future success and to the 

development of lifelong learning skills (Blaschke, Bozkurt and Cormier, 2021). 

Furthermore, enabling an abundance of connections between learners and their 

peers, learners and tutors, and learners and learning resources, liberates 

knowledge and democratises learning (Goodyear et al., 2005).  

Drawing upon the aforementioned characteristics, thinking ecologically about 

OL and reality represents an extension of critical pedagogy (Boyd, 2016; Freire, 

1970). This approach seeks to understand ways of being online by questioning 

it in the intersection of power and agency, in order to ensure a more socially 

just and equitable future for education (Öztok, 2019). While individual agency, 

i.e., an individual’s capacity to make choices and enact those choices in ways 

that impact their lives (Martin, 2004), can manifest itself in various forms, it may 

also be subject to constraints. It remains, however, imperative to foster learner 

agency and empower students by ensuring their autonomy, offering them 

opportunities for self-regulation, control, and monitoring of their learning - a 

perspective substantiated by insights derived from student interviews. Learner 

agency assumes a pivotal role in establishing and cultivating connections and 

networks in these digital extensions of organic spaces. Indeed, learners can 

build online communities, grow their social capital and form their self-concept 

as they engage in interactions with both living and non-living entities, and 

project their identities (Gourlay et al., 2021). The implications of this on 

education and the way children are taught are considerable, and entail an 

awareness of social justice issues in online education, such as, the concept of 
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social absence as opposed to social presence, and how individuals perform 

their identities within OL ecologies (Öztok, 2019).  

Finally, an ecological view enables the interpretation of online spaces as highly 

dynamic, adaptive, self-developing, and self-organising spaces, easy to enter 

and exit, where students can collaborate, cooperate, negotiate, create, share, 

and take control of their own learning process (Blaschke, Bozkurt and Cormier, 

2021). Such a view also supports the idea that these spaces are complex, 

chaotic, and the progress is nonlinear; thus, learning is nonlinear, connectivist, 

contextual, and emergent (Blaschke, Bozkurt and Cormier, 2021; Hager, 2005). 

In such a space, students have the opportunity to articulate ‘I am still learning’ 

(Bozkurt and Hilbelink, 2019).  

Synchronous and asynchronous learning  

The data analysis undertaken for this thesis shows that young students demand 

blending synchronous with asynchronous learning opportunities, and this 

finding is one of the key characteristics of OL for this age group. As presented 

earlier, the students in this study did not see the benefit in asynchronous 

learning completely replacing learning online synchronously. Indeed, the use of 

both synchronous and asynchronous activities is important in OL due to the 

unique characteristics and benefits they offer (Hrastinski, 2008). Since 

synchronous activities in OL occur in real-time, they provide opportunities for 

immediate interaction, allowing students to ask questions, receive immediate 

feedback, and engage in activities or dynamic discussions with peers and 

teachers. This promotes collaboration and enhances social presence in the OL 

environment (Kock, 2005). Further, as Barbour (2015) and Lindfors and 

Pettersson (2021) concluded in their studies, K-12 students develop a strong 

sense of community during their synchronous lectures which can replicate 

some aspects of traditional face-to-face classrooms, offering a sense of 

structure and shared experience (Hrastinski, 2008). Further, in synchronous 

activities, instructors can provide immediate feedback, address misconceptions, 

and offer guidance in real-time. This timely support enhances student 

understanding and reduces the potential for confusion or misinterpretation. It 
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was argued, therefore, that synchronous communication increases motivation 

(Robert and Dennis, 2005). 

In turn, asynchronous activities occur independently of time and location, 

allowing students to access and engage with learning materials at their 

convenience. This can include pre-recorded lectures, discussion boards, online 

quizzes, or self-paced learning modules, providing flexibility and enabling 

students to study at their own pace and accommodate their individual 

schedules. Furthermore, asynchronous activities can cater to different learning 

approaches if students are allowed to engage with content in a variety of ways 

and if options are provided to enhance comprehension as well as 

accommodate different preferences (Bonk and Zhang, 2008). Also, ensuring 

learners can access course materials and complete assignments when it suits 

them best, allows for greater autonomy (Miller, 2014). Finally, it was argued that 

asynchronous activities encourage reflective learning as students have time to 

process information, think critically, and articulate their thoughts without the 

pressure of immediate responses (Hrastinski, 2008). This promotes deeper 

understanding, encourages independent thinking, and supports the 

development of self-directed learning skills (Lindfors and Pettersson, 2021).  

By incorporating both synchronous and asynchronous activities, OL 

environments can harness the benefits of real-time interaction, immediate 

feedback, and collaborative learning (synchronous), as well as the flexibility, 

reflective learning, and accommodation of diverse needs (asynchronous) 

(Hrastinski, 2008). This combination creates well-rounded and comprehensive 

learning experiences that addresses different learning preferences, fosters 

autonomous learning and learning with others, and promotes effective learning 

outcomes. Additionally, it provides young students with a balanced approach to 

learning and allows them to optimise their participation and engagement in the 

OL environment. 

By considering students’ experiences and the perspectives coming from the 

analysed literature, a more nuanced understanding was gained of how an 

effective and comprehensive learning occurs when online courses aim to 
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provide experiences that support independent study and encourage active 

engagement, communication, and collaboration among students and teachers.  

Autonomous learning and learning together 

The HAD course included strategies that fostered independent learning and 

promoted collaboration. All interviewed students stated that online courses 

should aim to support learning alone and together. This finding supports 

previous work on the benefits of combining independent study time with 

bringing students together in interactive sessions (Alley and Jansak, 2001; 

Anderson, 2011; Picciano, 2017; Robertson and Kipar, 2010). 

To promote autonomous learning, online courses should provide learners with 

clear learning objectives, structured content, and assessments that provide 

meaningful feedback (Preston, Younie and Hramiak, 2021). Learners should 

also have access to a range of resources, such as readings, videos, and 

interactive exercises, that they can use to supplement their learning. At the 

same time, courses should offer opportunities for collaboration and interaction, 

such as discussion forums, group projects, live video conferencing sessions, 

and interaction through telephone group messages. These activities enable 

learners to share ideas, engage in dialogue, and receive feedback from their 

peers and teachers, and can enhance the learning experience, foster a sense 

of community, and social presence. Learning together requires a balance 

between the provision of high-quality learning materials and resources, the use 

of technology to facilitate interactions and discussions, and the creation of a 

supportive learning community (Johnson and Johnson, 2002). Thus, another 

key to a successful online course is to provide a well-designed, engaging, and 

supportive learning environment that balances autonomous learning with social 

interaction and collaboration. 

5.1.2 Positive Climate for Learning      

The conducted research suggests that the climate for learning and the 

teacher’s way of being greatly affect students’ experiences. Indeed, feelings 

such as high interest in and enjoyment of a course can be reached when the 
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learner experiences a sense of friendship and closeness to peers and teacher 

(need for relatedness), a sense of freedom and control in learning (need for 

autonomy), and feels effective in learning (need for competence) (Deci and 

Ryan, 2000). Notably, believing that teachers are responsible for creating 

supportive, inclusive, productive and stimulating learning environments, 

students demand a positive course atmosphere and a caring teacher who 

supports students to learn and develop academically and personally. Previous 

studies similarly demonstrate that the student perception of a caring instructor 

added a personal touch to the online class (Robb and Sutton, 2014; Tippens, 

2012). Jones (2010) argued that caring is an important factor for online 

students’ success. Also, Chen and Jang (2010) found that “students need to be 

surrounded by an atmosphere that allows a free expression of feelings, 

thoughts, and concerns” (Chen and Jang, 2010, p. 750), whereas a form of 

depersonalised support can create barriers for expressing students’ concerns.  

Overall, an emphasis on care can facilitate genuine student connection with the 

educational institution and foster the development of the community of learners. 

Additionally, it can be assumed that OL environments should delimit the fear of 

learning, as the study results showed, and instead be structured in a way that 

encourages curiosity and excitement, as suggested by Idemudia et al. (2019).  

Relationships with teachers are considered to be the crux of a learning situation 

(Smith, 2007) and an important factor that affects children’s early academic 

success (Graziano et al., 2007). Furthermore, the way that children experience 

relationships in the home, community, and school, influences their biological 

development, and hence how they live, think, and learn (Harris, 2018). Also, the 

quality of children’s relationships with their teachers has increasingly been 

recognised as an important contributor to children’s school adaptation (Birch 

and Ladd, 1997; Pianta and Stuhlman, 2004). Indeed, a wide range of research 

framed within an attachment perspective now provides evidence that the 

teacher-child relationship can powerfully contribute to the emotional security 

which children need to thrive in school (Howes, 2011; Sabol and Pianta, 2012; 

Verissimo et al., 2017). An attachment perspective provides another important 

lens through which the elaborate interplay between emotions and school 
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achievement can be considered. Such a lens emphasises the role of primary 

attachment relationships on children’s learning and development and the 

significance of emotional ties with teachers for school relatedness and 

achievement. 

Specifically, the theoretical framework by Bronfenbrenner (1979) highlights the 

quality of the classroom environment, pedagogical practice, and children’s 

relationships with others as one of the key influencers on children’s lives, 

learning and development (Melhuish, 2015). Indeed, with conversations and 

other interactions, imitation, exploration, and self-paced practice, children build 

simple understandings of social rituals, language, emotions, and stories 

(Grazzani et al., 2018). Through active participation in daily activities and 

learning opportunities that allow for both novelty and predictability, students 

notice patterns of cause and effect, gain agency and a sense of self, and begin 

to figure out how the world works (Shtulman and Carey, 2007). They learn to 

act alone and with others’ help to satisfy their curiosities and achieve their goals 

(Spelke, Breinlinger, Macomber, and Jacobson, 1992). Further, structured 

opportunities to learn from others, to explore, discover, invent and to test out 

the predictive power of their reasoning and calculations, help children construct 

a sense of agency and emotional well-being (Immordino-Yang et al., 2019). 

Critical to attaining these important goals is the positive climate for learning 

conducive to acquiring the socio-affective skills involved in figuring out how to 

engage with others: how to make friends, empathise, share, play cooperatively, 

wait patiently, and take turns; as well as to solve conflicts or problems and 

manage anger or frustration. Each of these skills contributes to aspects of 

socio-emotional learning important for schooling, such as motivation, self-

determination, self-regulation, and self-awareness (Immordino-Yang et al., 

2019). Thus, arguing that the student is a feeling, purposive, and intellectual 

being who needs to be approached as a whole person, the relaxed course 

atmosphere and satisfying learning climate, appropriate human interactions and 

caring teacher, are not merely factors that influence learning, but are central to 

it, and have a tangible impact on the ability to engage with learning.  
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5.1.3 Twelve Domains of OL in the Context of Youth Education     

Figure 5.1 provides a visual frame of reference for the 12 inputs of OLY which 

are subsequently discussed. 

 

Figure 4.7: OLY Framework and its 12 Inputs 

1. Technology 

The effective use of technology in delivering courses to learners is essential to 

the success of OL (Cheawjindakarn et al., 2013; Selim, 2007). The OLY 

framework recognises the integral role of technology in making the delivery 

process as smooth as possible and interactions available in online 

environments. The relevant literature similarly discusses Internet/broadband 

speed and quality; hardware and software availability, accessibility, and 

reliability; ease of use; VLE interface design, functionality, interactivity, and 

response; and appropriateness of technology to the pedagogical content as the 

relevant factors and considerations related to the technology component of an 

OL experience (AbuSneineh and Zairi, 2010; Arbaugh, 2000; Basak, Wotto and 

Bélanger, 2016; Bhuasiri, et al., 2012; Cheawjindakarn et al., 2013; DeLone 

and McLean, 2003; Fresen, 2007; Lee, 2010; Lim, Lee and Nam, 2007; 
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Ossiannilsson and Landgren, 2012; Sun et al., 2008; Teo, 2010; Volery and 

Lord, 2000; Wu, Tennyson and Hsia, 2010).  

Notably, several studies in K-12 education have shown that clear and 

consistent navigation is crucial in OL (Barbour, 2007; Barbour, Morrison, and 

Adelstein, 2014; Morris, 2002). The students in this study believe so too, as 

evident from Isabel’s remark - “Clear and easy navigation is important so there 

are no surprises for us”, and other student comments. However, it is equally 

essential to acknowledge the diverse technology backgrounds and confidence 

levels among students. 

Students’ prior experiences and confidence with technology can significantly 

influence their OL experience as discussed by the study participants. Indeed, 

students who are confident with technology can then more effectively engage in 

virtual discussions, contribute to group projects, and communicate with peers 

and instructors (DiPietro et al., 2008; Elbaum, McIntyre, and Smith, 2002). 

Those with a higher level of confidence may adapt more quickly to the online 

environment, while others may require additional support and guidance. 

Recognising these differences is crucial for educators and institutions; 

accordingly, it is essential to identify prerequisite technology skills for students 

(Elbaum et al., 2002; Rice, 2012). 

The study participants discussed the device used to learn online as another 

consideration to ensure every student has equal opportunities to participate, 

engage, and succeed in OL, highlighting that owning an appropriate device for 

OL - functional, reliable, and with good connectivity, is a prerequisite to be 

successful. This finding is in line with the U.S. Department of Education (2017) 

recommendations which suggest that every student should have at least one 

powerful Internet access device and appropriate software and resources for 

research, communication, multimedia content creation, and collaboration for 

use out of school. Indeed, supporting learning requires ubiquitous access to 

devices and the technology tools that allow students to create, design, and 

explore.  
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Expectedly, equal importance that the students gave to the device used to learn 

online, was given to the delivery medium (LMS) requirements. As previous 

studies have demonstrated, the selection of an effective LMS architecture is 

crucial (Rice, 2012). Course designers and teachers should, therefore, ensure 

that the LMS meets all the necessary requirements for the course (Barbour, 

Morrison, and Adelstein, 2014), and that the technology used meets 

interoperability standards and can communicate with other systems within the 

institution (Coates, James, and Baldwin, 2005; Watson and Watson, 2007). 

Further, according to the students, the LMS has to be easy to use, appealing, 

reliable, easy to navigate, user-friendly, and customised. This factor is in line 

with Volery and Lord’s (2000) critical success factors in OL and other relevant 

studies that claim how the ease of use, reliability, quality and medium richness 

are key technological aspects to be considered in online delivery (Bhuasiri et 

al., 2012; Sanders Lopez and Nagelhout, 1995; Trevitt, 1995). With regards to 

ensuring the required simplicity and consistency in navigation, Barbour, 

Morrison and Adelstein (2014) advise the use of a template.  

Finally, in addition to having a user-friendly interface, courses should also 

incorporate a variety of technology tools and meet accessibility standards 

(iNACOL, 2011a). Multimedia should be easily accessible too, with multiple 

formats available to cater to different student needs and learning preferences 

(Barbour, 2007; Cavanaugh, 2013; Keeler et al., 2007).  

2. Teacher 

The role of the teacher was considered one of the most critical factors in the OL 

experience from the perspectives of young students. This perception is echoed 

by academic research and studies which highlight the significant impact of the 

teacher’s presence, teaching style, and support on students’ engagement, 

motivation, and overall learning outcomes in the online environment 

(AbuSneineh and Zairi, 2010; Bower, 2015; Caplan et al., 2008; Moore, 2005).  

Concerning the teacher’s technological skills, pedagogical strategies, and 

subject competency in an OL course, it is obvious that these aspects play 
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important roles for the success of OL. The instructor’s technology literacy, the 

course knowledge and the teaching strategy implemented for the course 

delivery would help to keep students engaged in the OL environment (Atim et 

al., 2021; DiPietro et al., 2008). The findings of this study show that the 

students prefer that the teacher demonstrates knowledge of subject matter 

using a variety of techniques and media, creating spaces for collaboration, 

dialogue, and interaction between the students themselves and teacher and 

students. Further, the students believe that provision of timely, informative 

feedback has an important role in motivating them. Indeed, evidence suggests 

that feedback in online instruction supports student learning when it is frequent 

and meaningful (Cavanaugh et al., 2009); includes elaborated explanations as 

opposed to simply indicating, for example, that a response is correct or 

incorrect (Van der Kleij et al., 2015); and is used by the teacher to adjust 

instruction (Pulham and Graham, 2018). The current study’s empirical evidence 

aligns with prior research findings and reinforces the notion that feedback is an 

integral factor that contributes significantly to the efficacy of OL (Darabi et al., 

2006; Easton, 2003; Oncu and Cakir, 2011). Additionally, the perspective put 

forth by Sridharan, Deng and Corbitt (2010) asserts that teachers’ specific and 

actionable feedback concerning assignments and assessments aids students in 

comprehending their strengths and identifying areas necessitating 

improvement, thus fostering an environment conducive to ongoing 

development. By embracing this practice of targeted feedback, educators not 

only support their students’ immediate learning objectives but also create an 

environment that encourages continuous improvement. The philosophy 

underlying this approach is aligned with constructivist principles, where learning 

is viewed as an ongoing process of refinement and growth. 

Further, scholars have found that skilled teachers lead thoughtful and 

structured discussions that are integral to K-12 OL (Borup at al., 2014). Posing 

open-ended questions and guiding students towards deeper analysis whilst 

they moderate discussions, teachers can encourage critical thinking and peer 

interaction (Ellis and Goodyear, 2013). Similar insights from the present study 

underline the consensus within the scholarly community regarding the 
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paramount importance of active student involvement in online discussions 

(Blass and Davis, 2003; Herrington et al., 2001). Nevertheless, K-12 teachers 

should also facilitate discourse with parents and between parents and students 

(Black, 2009; Epstein et al., 2018).  

The OLY framework did not establish a direct correlation between the teacher’s 

facilitation of discourse involving parents-teacher and parent-student 

interactions, and students’ success and satisfaction with OL. While this 

absence of a direct connection might appear as a limitation, it is crucial to 

recognise the broader framework within which these interactions operate. OLY 

acknowledges the importance of parental involvement in OL within the Support 

dimension. This suggests that, while the direct influence on student outcomes 

might not be clearly established, the significance of parental participation in 

facilitating a conducive learning environment is acknowledged. This recognition 

underscores the multifaceted nature of student success and satisfaction in OL, 

extending beyond direct teacher-student interactions (Passey, 2021b). 

The emphasis on teacher presence emerges as another prominent theme in 

this study. The impact of the teacher’s presence on students’ experiences and 

outcomes was a prevalent insight among the majority of the study participants. 

This concept finds alignment in the works of Garison (2009), Borup et al. 

(2014), DiPietro et al. (2008), Richardson (2001), Richardson and Swan (2003), 

and Weiner (2003), all of whom underscore the pivotal role of teacher presence 

in online courses. These scholars collectively argue that active teacher 

engagement, characterised by factors such as responsiveness, timely 

responses to students’ queries, approachability, personalised interactions, and 

consistent feedback, significantly contribute to students’ perceived learning 

outcomes and satisfaction with the OL experiences. 

Borup at al. (2014) identified three teacher roles associated with teaching 

presence in K-12 education: nurturing, motivating and monitoring. The present 

research aligns with these roles, offering empirical evidence that substantiates 

the dimensions of Borup et al.’s delineation of teacher roles. The OLY 

framework, however, expands upon the understanding of the teacher’s role 
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within the OL landscape. It underscores that teacher attributes, particularly 

desirable personal traits or human qualities, play an integral role in shaping the 

teacher’s influence on K-12 students’ positive OL experiences. This notion 

signifies a shift from solely task-based roles to a holistic recognition of the 

teacher as a source of motivation, guidance, and emotional support. Thus, this 

study makes a useful contribution to the understanding and explanation of the 

dynamic roles of educators, showing how Teacher’s human qualities, Teacher 

presence, Teacher responsiveness and Teacher communication in addition to 

Teacher role (course actions), jointly affect the learning process. 

Whilst all communities require care, K-12 teachers are held to a higher 

standard because “they are incredibly important socializing agents who nurture 

and support” (Picciano, Seaman and Allen, 2010, p. 29) and act as quasi-

parents (Repetto, Cavanaugh, Wayer and Liu, 2010). Although the physical 

separation between online teachers and students can be a barrier to forming 

close relationships (Hawkins et al, 2011; Murphy and Rodríguez-Manzanares, 

2008), researchers have found that teachers can develop caring relationships 

with students in an interaction-rich online environment (Borup, Graham and 

Velasquez, 2013; Velasquez, Graham and Osguthorpe, 2013). For example, by 

engaging students in conversations about content and non-content related 

topics to form a relationship with each student (Berge and Collins, 1995; 

Kanuka et al., 2007; Oren, Mioduser, and Nachmias, 2002). However, teachers 

should note that social interactions are unlikely unless planned and promoted 

(Murphy and Rodríguez-Manzanares, 2008). Thus, whilst acknowledging the 

physical separation and potential sense of isolation in OL, cultivating a 

supportive teacher-student dynamic with a personal touch comes as an 

effective remedy (Sridharan, Deng and Corbitt, 2010).  

Lastly, it is undoubted that roles of an online teacher such as administrative 

duties, communication, monitoring learning, and promoting learners’ internal 

motivations through external strategies, are additional important teacher related 

factors in determining success for OL (Borup, Graham and Velasquez, 2011; 

Borup at al., 2014; Darabi et al., 2006; Easton, 2003; Gilbert, 2015; Goodyear 
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et al., 2001; Harris, Mishra and Koehler, 2009; Mishra and Koehler, 2006; Oncu 

and Cakir, 2011; Valverde-Berrocoso et al., 2020; Volery and Lord, 2000).  

As Davis and Rose (2007) explained, however, “roles and responsibilities of an 

online teacher vary depending on the grade level they teach” (p. 8). K-12 

students tend to have less self-motivation than adult learners, placing more 

motivation responsibility on teachers who are not present during lessons 

(Weiner, 2003). In that respect, the International Association for K-12 Online 

Learning (iNACOL, 2011b) suggests that teachers monitor students’ 

management of their time and progress toward mastering learning objectives. 

The OLY framework is in agreement with iNACOL’s emphasis that teachers 

need to proactively monitor learning and student behaviour. For example, 

teachers can use the analytic data in monitoring student learning, and a 

student-tracking program could help teachers identify struggling students 

(Dickson, 2005; Murphy and Rodríguez-Manzanares, 2009). Nevertheless, 

analytics cannot replace the teachers’ needs to regularly monitor student 

understanding using a variety of traditional and alternative assessment 

methods and through interactions with students (Borup at al., 2014).  

In sum, with regards to the Teacher dimension, this study contributes 

significantly to the comprehension of educators’ dynamic roles within OL 

environments. By shedding light on constructs such as the teacher’s human 

qualities, teacher presence, communication and responsiveness, in conjunction 

with teacher roles, the study accentuates the interplay of these multifaceted 

elements in shaping the learning process. This holistic perspective aligns with 

the contemporary understanding of effective online pedagogy, emphasising not 

just instructional strategies but also the teacher’s presence, certain human 

attributes and qualities, and interactions as pivotal components of the online 

educational experiences.  

3. Mosaic of Theories on Learning 

Being multidimensional in nature and including a set of processes (Passey, 

2014), learning has numerous interpretations and theories of how it is 
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effectively accomplished. Indeed, learners may benefit from different theoretical 

perspectives, and educators should draw upon a diverse range of theories to 

inform their teaching approaches to create holistic, robust and learner-centred 

OL experiences that caters to the needs of a diverse student population. Thus, 

believing that theories are not mutually exclusive (Wilson and Peterson, 2006), 

to translate theories into action, the principle of “theoretical mosaic” (Ring et al., 

2018) was integrated into the OLY framework as the Mosaic of Theories on 

Learning dimension.  

Extrapolating from the reviewed literature, I proposed (in Chapter 2) the 

illustrative rather than conclusive ‘mosaic of theories’ to be endorsed and 

applied by teachers across a range of OL contexts in K-12 education as the 

foundation for pedagogical decisions. The mosaic makes explicit the processes 

and circumstances that enable learning and, by extension, offer guidance for 

developing activities and environments that best support learning in general 

and online.  

Prior research (Wilson and Peterson, 2006) similarly recognises the importance 

of teachers combining elements across theories in ways that resonate with their 

teaching styles and reflect understanding of their students. Also, a narrower 

range of theoretical approaches may be applicable to some aspects of OL and 

some areas. As the research demonstrates (Ring et al., 2018), some theories 

will be best placed to inform different aspects of learning within the curriculum; 

moreover, different disciplines represented in a curriculum may vary in their 

epistemic underpinnings and associated theoretical orientations. That finding 

additionally endorses the adoption of a theoretical ‘mosaic’ - to support creation 

of a comprehensive, holistic children’s OL in different disciplines across K-12 

education.  

4. Socio-affective dimension of learning 

This domain rests on the belief that the sustainability of learning over time relies 

on the level of emotional and personal support we receive from others (Boud 

and Prosser, 2002), with a state of well-being demonstrated by the ability to 
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realise potential, cope with stress, work toward goals, and make meaningful 

social contributions and connections. Therefore, students’ learning experiences 

have to happen in a context where learners feel accepted, safe, challenged but 

not threatened, and encouraged to take risks (McCombs and Vakili, 2005).  

Of the reviewed approaches, only two OL models (Boud and Prosser, 2002; 

Picciano, 2017) explicitly posit that instruction is not simply about learning 

content or skill but also supports students emotionally. I borrowed from these 

models a concept of an OL environment that provides students with emotional 

support and accounts for students’ feelings, and acknowledges that learning is 

influenced by interpersonal relations and communication with others. A number 

of studies have similarly found that all learners need to have opportunities for 

social interactions and to connect with each other at personal and academic 

levels (Garrison, Anderson and Archer,1999; McCombs and Vakili, 2005; 

Wenger, 1999). Creating learning communities in which students can work 

collaboratively to build effective peer-to-peer relationships is extremely valuable 

and necessary for student learning (Anderson, 2011; Picciano, 2017).  

Reading through the data, it became apparent that the students are very much 

aware of the socio-emotional nature of OL experience, suggesting that 

facilitating children’s socio-emotional development and prosocial behaviour 

should be at the core of educators’ work with children. Thus, a research 

conclusion is that structures for help and support, inclusive atmosphere, 

building strong relationships, well-being and a sense of community, are all very 

important aspects for K–12 students’ learning and satisfaction, as reflected in 

previous studies too (Borup et al., 2019; Borup, et al., 2014; Cavanaugh, et al., 

2009; Ilomäki and Lakkala, 2020; Mayer, 2020). Teachers are, therefore, urged 

to acknowledge the important influence of the dynamic and intertwined nature 

of emotions, interactions, and relationships on the ability to learn.  

5. Flexibility, variety, choice, and control in resources, tasks and assessments    

In the OLY framework, flexibility refers to the adaptability in time, place, and 

pace of learning, as well as the freedom to choose tasks and assessments. 
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Variety entails offering different options for completing online coursework, while 

choice involves allowing students to make decisions about their learning tasks. 

Lastly, control refers to the extent to which students can influence their learning 

experiences. Together, these attributes empower students to take ownership of 

their learning process and tailor it to their individual needs and preferences. 

Data analysis has shown that the flexibility students have in studying at their 

own convenience, pace, and skill level positively affects their enjoyment of and 

persistence in learning, as evident in the following quote from a student: “The 

fact that I can organise myself in my own way and not be bound to a set 

schedule, the freedom to choose when to do the work as long as it’s completed, 

is a clear advantage and experience I wish to have again” (Barbara). Relatedly, 

a recent study established a significant relationship between students’ 

autonomies, independence, freedom of choice, and their overall satisfaction 

with the learning process (Abuhassna, et al., 2020). Research has also shown 

that autonomy is a key substrate and the strongest predictor of students’ 

intrinsic motivation (Ryan and Deci, 2008; Patall, Cooper and Robinson, 2008). 

Even seemingly trivial choices can increase intrinsic motivation, making it 

essential for teachers to provide autonomy or choice (Meng and Ma, 2015). 

Notably, the perception of control is not only desirable, but it is likely a 

psychological and biological necessity (Leotti, Iyengar and Ochsner, 2010). 

Further, noting that OL allowed greater flexibility than traditional classes, the 

students highlighted the significance of having choices, and the opportunity to 

have control over learning in addition to having flexibility, what, as per students’ 

perceptions, promoted their academic success. Providing choices to students 

allows them to engage with content in ways that align with their interests, 

strengths, and learning preferences. This may involve choosing the order of 

tasks, selecting from various options, setting their learning pace, or allowing 

students to construct and test their knowledge, develop strategies to assess 

their understanding and identify areas where they need more information. 

Empirical studies have confirmed the necessity for students to take control of 

their own learning, especially in online environments, to achieve successful 
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outcomes (Bransford et al., 1999; Taipjutorus, Hansen and Brown, 2012; 

Zimmerman, 1989). Indeed, even at a young age students should be 

encouraged and empowered to have a say in their learning journey and actively 

construct and test their knowledge. While it may be tempting to provide them 

with pre-packaged information, true learning occurs when students are actively 

involved in the process of acquiring knowledge. Thus, educators should allow 

learners to decide for themselves to a point, what, when, how and where they 

learn (Snowden, Davitt Jones and Arnold, 2017). By allowing young students to 

construct their knowledge and encouraging a sense of autonomy, educators 

foster a sense of curiosity and a love for learning.  

The OLY framework and empirical studies highlight that flexibility, variety, 

choice, and control play pivotal roles in the OL experiences for youth. 

Empowering students through these attributes not only enhances their 

satisfaction with the learning process but also fosters students’ intrinsic 

motivation and a sense of ownership in their educational journey, which leads 

to successful learning outcomes. As such, flexible learning, variety, choice, and 

control become a value principle, like diversity or equality are in education and 

society more broadly (Naidu, 2017).  

6. Student  

In order to assist students in OL, educators need to be aware of different 

learner characteristics. As in the study, a variety of student characteristics with 

potential influence on OL can be identified in the literature. The study’s findings 

relating to the significance of learning preferences; prior ICT knowledge and 

Internet experience; effective time management; self-regulated learning; 

computer and Internet self-efficacy; self-discipline, motivation, and initiative, 

commensurate with those in the literature (Dabbagh, 2007; Day and Lloyd, 

2007; Dray et al., 2011; Farid, 2014; Hartley and Bendixen, 2001; Hill, 2002; 

ICAO, 2019; Kruger-Ross and Waters, 2013; Mercado, 2008; Pillay et al., 2007; 

Roper, 2007; Smart and Cappel, 2006; Stansfield, McLellan and Connolly, 

2004; Tsai and Lin, 2004; Vonderwell and Savery, 2004; Watkins, Leigh, and 
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Triner,  2004; Wladis et al., 2016). Previous studies reported a significant 

relationship between these learner characteristics and students’ success in OL. 

Further, students recognised that effective OL is not merely a one-sided 

process where information is transmitted to passive recipients. Instead, learners 

are required to actively engage with the course content, show initiative, interact 

with peers, and collaborate with instructors. As suggested by Arbaugh (2000) 

and corroborated by interviewees, the learner’s active engagement and effort in 

OL settings hold significant importance. Similarly, a degree of willingness to do 

what is necessary reinforces the proposition by Boud and Prosser (2002). This 

willingness to actively participate in the learning process goes beyond mere 

compliance. It suggests an intrinsic motivation to explore, understand, and 

apply the course content, participate actively in discussions, seek out 

resources, and collaborate with peers, ultimately leading to richer and more 

productive learning experiences. Boud and Prosser (2002) highlight that 

successful OL requires students to possess this proactive stance, showing 

readiness to invest effort, time, and attention into their studies. However, if 

educators wish to see learners demonstrate will, they need to engage them 

meaningfully with the material they are studying, and learners need to 

experience a challenge and respond to it (Boud and Prosser, 2002). 

Next, student interview data recognises curiosity as another learner 

characteristic that is pivotal for students’ success in the realm of OL. This 

finding resonates with previous research that has associated curiosity with 

particular behaviours and positive outcomes within digital environments (Engel, 

2011; Pelz, Yung and Kidd, 2015). Loewenstein (1994) described curiosity as 

“a cognitive induced deprivation that arises from the perception of a gap in 

knowledge and understanding” (p.75). Students with a curious mindset are 

more inclined to delve deeper into subjects, ask questions, and explore diverse 

perspectives, leading to a richer and more comprehensive learning experience, 

where curiosity fuels intrinsic motivation (Kidd and Hayden, 2015). Therefore, 

teachers are urged to create a classroom environment that nurtures and 

sustains young students’ curiosity, helping them become lifelong learners who 

are driven by a natural desire to explore and understand the world around 
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them. To encourage and sustain curiosity in their students, teachers can, for 

example, pose open-ended questions; encourage students to investigate topics 

of interest and guide students in the research process in an inquiry-based 

environment; foster a growth mindset and emphasise the value of mistakes as 

opportunities for learning and challenges as chances to grow; present students 

with thought-provoking scenarios or dilemmas and encourage them to analyse, 

evaluate, and discuss these situations; and finally, demonstrate curiosity in our 

own learning by being a role model (Arnone et al., 2011; Binson, 2009). 

The study findings also support prior research on the importance of student 

motivation. For example, Selim (2007) classified the critical success factors for 

OL into four factors, one of them being motivation as a necessary student 

characteristic. Indeed, as reported in the analysed models, frameworks, 

theories, and outstanding literature (Bond and Bedenlier, 2019; Boud and 

Prosser, 2002; Eom and Ashill, 2018; Harrell and Bower, 2011; Heatly and 

Votruba-Drzal, 2018; Picianno, 2017; Sun et al., 2008; Vekiri, 2010), learners’ 

motivation may influence students’ perceptions of OL and OL success. 

However, learning in online settings may pose challenges to students’ 

motivation to learn, and require them to exercise self-discipline to a greater 

degree than in face-to-face learning settings (Carter et al., 2020), a notion 

supported by interviewees. Learners who are self-disciplined, with strong self-

study skills, can organise their learning independently, research topics 

effectively, and build a solid foundation of knowledge. Similarly, in the absence 

of immediate teacher guidance, self-teaching skills enable students to learn 

autonomously. These skills involve the ability to comprehend and make sense 

of course materials on one’s own. Relatedly, a self-regulated learner is 

empowered and able to create goals and strategies, make sense of the learning 

task, and able to implement actions to meet his or her goals within a learning 

context. As noted earlier, the concept of self-regulation involves three general 

aspects of learning: self-regulation of behaviour, self-regulation of motivation, 

and self-regulation of cognition (Zimmerman, 1989). Each of these 

characteristics contributes to self-directedness and effective participation in 

learning. Together, they empower students to navigate the challenges and 
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opportunities of online education, fostering independence, engagement, and a 

proactive approach to learning that aligns well with the self-paced nature of OL. 

However, as pointed out by Farmer (1994), it does not necessarily follow that a 

student will be able to direct their own learning simply by being assigned to an 

online course. To help them develop these skills, Chiu (2012) advises offering 

individual and small-group consultation sessions for solving individual learning 

problems or helping students devise and implement self-study plans. In such 

learning support sessions, students can identify their own learning targets and 

ask the teacher to give them guidance. Thus, a great deal of teacher and 

institutional support is clearly needed to help students develop into self-directed 

learners (White and Morrison, 2011). 

Further, the undertaken study revealed that prior knowledge of OL and ICT 

skills is necessary to understand the course. In an Internet-based course 

environment, this experience has been associated with spending more time in 

the course, logging on to the course site more frequently, and being more likely 

to take additional courses via the medium in the future (Hiltz, 1994). The study’s 

finding which emphasises the influence of prior experience underscores the 

importance of equipping students with the necessary technological 

competencies and the ability to seamlessly navigate online platforms, fostering 

positive learning experiences. 

Finally, OLY acknowledges that learning approaches play a critical role in the 

success of K-12 learners in OL due to their impact on how students process 

information, engage with content, acquire new knowledge, and retain 

information (Cabual, 2021; Cooze and Barbour, 2005). Cardino and Cruz 

(2020) argue that students’ variance is manifested in at least three areas: the 

student’s readiness, interest, and learning profile. Nevertheless, according to 

some studies (Alshammari and Qtaish, 2019; Shih et al., 2008), there is little 

attention paid to the needs and preferences of individual learners, and as a 

result, all learners are treated in the same way. However, understanding and 

accommodating these distinct learning preferences becomes crucial for 

reasons such as facilitation of better retention, comprehension, engagement 
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and enjoyment (Cooze and Barbour, 2005; El-Sabagh, 2021; Mödritscher, 

Garcia-Barrios and Gütl, 2004; Pinchot and Paullet, 2014). 

7. Accessibility and inclusiveness 

This dimension focuses on creating an environment where every student has 

equal opportunities to participate, engage, and succeed in OL (Ossiannilsson 

and Landgren, 2012). It refers to the design and implementation of educational 

experiences that are readily accessible and inclusive for all learners, regardless 

of their diverse backgrounds, abilities, or learning preferences.  

Previous studies and reviewed OL models/frameworks have emphasised the 

importance of promoting accessibility and inclusiveness in OL by the use of 

modified curricula, underpinned by inclusive practice for students with special 

educational needs, to ensure that content and activities are accessible and 

beneficial to a wide range of learners (Al-Fraihat, Joy and Sinclair, 2017; 

Burgstahler, 2015; Hitchcock et al., 2002; Lowenthal et al., 2020; Ossiannilsson 

and Landgren, 2012).  

Further, employing accessible and inclusive pedagogical design choices can 

make a difference for the students who have visible disabilities in addition to 

supporting a much larger population of individuals who have invisible disabilities 

or other undocumented learning challenges (Lowenthal et al., 2020). Therefore, 

the use of instructional strategies that consider diverse ways of demonstrating 

knowledge and understanding and applying modifications to assessment, is 

another necessary accommodation when designing courses that provide 

multiple means of representation, engagement, and expression (Hitchcock et 

al., 2002; McGuire, Scott and Shaw, 2006;). 

With regards to technology accessibility, Rose and Meyer (2002) argue that 

VLEs, websites, and course materials need to be accessible to all learners 

including individuals with disabilities. This may involve providing alternative 

formats for content (e.g., transcripts, captions, screen reader compatibility), 

adjustable display settings, and navigation features that are intuitive and easy 

to use. Equally so, presenting information and content in various formats such 
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as text, audio, video, and interactive elements, accommodates different 

learning preferences, allowing students to engage with the material in ways that 

suit their needs. 

Part of creating accessible and inclusive OL experiences entails providing clear 

and concise instructions, guidelines, and expectations to students by using 

plain language, avoiding jargon, and offering additional support materials which 

can help ensure that all learners can understand and participate effectively 

(EADSNE, 2003; Pearson and Koppi, 2002). At the same time, promoting 

respectful and inclusive communication, collaboration and interaction among 

students by creating opportunities for meaningful engagement and discussion, 

encouraging considering diverse perspectives, and fostering a supportive 

learning community (Lowenthal et al., 2020), can help online teachers to recruit 

interest, sustain effort and persistence in their learners (Meyer, Rose and 

Gordon, 2014). 

Upon recognising how diverse learners are and the specific needs and 

challenges different learners might have, online educators need to identify the 

unique support these learners might need to benefit from OL, which includes 

offering access to support such as disability services, technical support, and 

academic advising (Burgstahler, 2015).  

Creating accessible and inclusive OL experiences requires educators to 

regularly evaluate and reflect on the effectiveness of OL practices in promoting 

accessibility and inclusiveness (Baker, 1995; DES, 2007; Gross, 2002; Khan, 

2005b; Norwich and Lewis, 2001; Rose and Howley, 2007).  

However, the fundamental start to creating an accessible course is to get to 

know the learners. Understanding the user’s experiences is the next 

consideration, followed by design of the course for diverse learner needs 

(Lowenthal and Davidson-Shivers 2019) and employment of inclusive 

pedagogical design choices, i.e., “empathetic design” (Lowenthal et al., 2020, p. 

12), while being flexible and empathetic with students while a course is being 

taught. 
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8. Support 

Literature indicates that student support is a key determinant of learners’ 

satisfaction and acceptance of e-learning systems (Lee, 2010; Pham et al., 

2019). Additionally, support is crucial to ensure that both learners and teachers 

have the necessary resources, guidance, and assistance for effective 

engagement in OL. This dimension of the OLY framework is associated with a 

number of factors and support mechanisms that that enable students to 

navigate the OL environment successfully and jointly enhance the OL 

experience for the learner.  

ICT Support and training for teachers and students includes providing technical 

assistance to both stakeholders. It ensures that learners can access OL 

platforms, troubleshoot problems, and utilise the necessary tools effectively. 

Turugare and Rudhumbu (2020) suggest that the availability of ICT support to 

assist in adopting OL is a critical success factor. It may include, for example, 

needs assessment, prerequisites, 800 numbers (UK phone numbers where the 

receiver is charged for the call, not the caller), e-mail, peer networks, real-time 

chats, instant messenger software, and online tutorials (Phipps and Merisotis, 

2000; Vakili, 2001). In parallel, teachers should be assisted in the transition 

from classroom teaching to OL and supported in the process, such as through 

peer mentoring, teacher training for online delivery that continues throughout 

the progression of the online course to successfully deal with issues arising 

from students’ OL (Phipps and Merisotis, 2000). Equally so, technical 

assistance in course development and delivery has to be available to teachers 

(Govindasamy, 2001).  

In addition to support for any issues related to technology use, OLY recognises 

that initial and ongoing timely teacher support for students is vital for young 

learners - this matches previous findings by Lindfors and Pettersson (2021). 

Teacher support for students involves prompt and meaningful communication, 

clarifying course objectives, providing feedback on assignments, and offering 

guidance and assistance when needed, providing various levels of direction 

and structure for academic inquiries (McCombs and Vakili, 2005). It can also 
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involve providing explicit instruction and guidance on effective study strategies, 

such as note-taking, summarising, and reviewing material, that can enhance 

primary students’ abilities to learn and retain information in an OL environment 

(Akçayır and Akçayır, 2018). Importantly, timely responses to learner inquiries 

and ongoing active participation in online discussions are recognised as crucial 

aspects of teacher support by the study participants. In addition, educational 

settings are considered ‘high quality’ when children experience individualised 

support for positive behaviour and exposure to developmental and educational 

activities that build on play, previous learning, and routines (OECD, 2019). 

Further, teacher support plays a pivotal role in facilitating the transition from 

traditional classroom teaching to online instruction (Cheawjindakarn et al., 

2013; Phipps and Merisotis, 2000). Finally, OL requires self-discipline and 

effective time management skills. Support in this area can involve providing 

guidance on scheduling, study strategies, and goal setting to young learners 

who may benefit from resources and tips to enhance their study skills and 

manage their time efficiently (Uzir et al., 2020).  

Notably, Peer and Family Support additionally enables learners to learn online 

effectively, as the study identified. Peer support refers to the role of peer 

interactions and collaborative activities in enhancing the learning experience for 

students. It can be facilitated through discussion forums, group projects, peer 

feedback, or virtual study groups, and allows learners to exchange ideas, share 

experiences, and support each other in the learning process (Conrad and 

Donaldson, 2011). Indeed, in addition to teachers and parents, peers are 

assumed to play a key role in shaping students’ experiences and engagement 

(Aparicio, Bacao, and Oliveira, 2016; Zhang et al., 2019). Relatedly, research 

shows that peer interactions can enhance student engagement and motivation 

in OL activities, fostering a sense of belonging and community (Vonderwell, 

2003). Classmates, friends, and popular students can all be expected to affect 

student behaviour through the norms they install (Kwon and Lease, 2014). 

Although peer effects are assumed to be relevant to all learners, some students 

may be more susceptible to such effects than others (Steenberghs et al., 2021). 

Nevertheless, peer support and meaningful peer interactions in OL is essential 
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for creating a sense of belonging, promoting active engagement, and 

enhancing the overall learning experiences.  

Family and parents play a significant role in students’ OL too. Family 

involvement distinguishes the OL experiences in K-12 from OL in HE. Referring 

to environmental support, emotional support, and capability support (Gao et al., 

2021), parental involvement is crucial in supporting K-12 students’ OL. Parents 

can help with scheduling, providing necessary resources, and creating a 

conducive learning environment at home (Greenhow and Askari, 2017; Passey, 

2021b). Further, family relationships, level of parent education, and parental 

involvement and engagement with student learning can play a large role in 

student engagement (Diogo, Silva and Viana, 2018; Doctoroff and Arnold, 

2017; Wong et al., 2018). Families can also affect the level of student 

involvement with, use of, and attitude towards technology (Krause, 2014; 

Stevenson, 2008), with students often learning their computing skills from their 

parents (Bond and Bedenlier, 2019; Passey, 2021b).  

It is apparent that family dynamics can impact various aspects of students’ 

interactions with technology. Furthermore, it can be argued that family values 

and perspectives exert an influence on the adoption of OL practices. 

Recognising this dynamic, i.e., the role of families in shaping students’ 

technological engagement and the resultant implications on OL, underscores 

the importance of fostering open communication with families and working 

towards establishing shared perspectives that pertain to the OL experience.  

Administrative Support, in turn, encompasses aspects such as access to 

academic resources (Borup et al., 2014). Efficient administrative processes and 

readily available support, including the establishment of clear and responsive 

communication channels by administrators to address inquiries and concerns 

and provide timely support to students and families (Murphy and Stewart, 

2017), contribute to a positive learning experience. Overall, however, 

educational institutions are not only responsible for ensuring the availability of 

adequate services, but also for guaranteeing that people know how to use them 

and ensuring their quality (Miranda et al., 2017). 
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9. Context 

The contextual determinants refer to the elements that constitute the 

environment in which OL unfolds including the student’s immediate learning 

environment, psychosocial influences such as the teacher-student relationship, 

family and peer relationships, and sociocultural dimensions such as the political 

and social environment (Bond and Bedenlier, 2019). As this study has shown, 

context in its broader terms and as a learning space, plays a critical role in 

shaping the overall learning experience for students, including their motivation 

to learn. 

The study participants hold that the physical environment in which students are 

learning can affect learners’ abilities to concentrate and focus on the material 

and their level of comfort. While not entirely surprising, this is a noteworthy 

finding that confirms the importance of good environmental conditions and 

learning place quality on students’ learning experiences, as pointed out in prior 

research (e.g., Alphonse, Orellana and Kanzki-Veloso, 2019). Prior studies 

have similarly identified good ventilation, attractive interior design, absence of 

noise, and a pleasant view as key factors in creating a high-quality indoor 

environment (Brachtl et al., 2023). Furthermore, previous studies have found 

consistent physiological and cognitive benefits in indoor environments with 

diverse biophilic design features, associating overall positive perceptions of the 

physical-spatial environment with well-being, positive cognitive outcomes, and a 

more positive impact on the overall learning experience (Amicone et al., 2018; 

Weber and Trojan, 2018; Yin et al., 2018).  

Students in this study emphasised the importance of the positive physical 

learning environment in their learning experience too, particularly the availability 

of designated learning space and access to necessary equipment (e.g., desk). 

They also believe that external factors such as weather conditions can also 

impact their OL. This finding is significant in that it reaffirms the crucial role of 

favourable environmental conditions and well-equipped learning spaces in 

shaping students’ learning, as noted in the existing research (Alphonse et al., 

2019; Brachtl et al., 2023; Carvalho et al., 2020). Notably, the bioecological 
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theory of child development by Bronfenbrenner (1979), encompasses five 

ecological systems as the key influences on a child, and proposes the idea of 

environment as the “third teacher” after adults and peers.   

Further, students in this study stressed the impact of family, physical and 

academic learning environments, as well as instructional design by teachers on 

their OL experience, engagement, and success in learning online. Existing 

research similarly highlights that in addition to learning environments 

(Fredericks et al., 2004; Shi, Tong and Long, 2021), student engagement in 

learning is also influenced by contextual variations such as teacher strategies 

(Heilporn, Lakhal and Bélisle, 2021) and family environment and expectations 

(Gao et al., 2021; Mudrák et al., 2020). The previously mentioned bioecological 

theory also highlights family and community contexts, the quality of the 

classroom environment, pedagogical practice, children’s relationships with 

others, and responsive curriculum and policy contexts as the key influences in 

children’s learning and development. The theory identifies the range of external 

influences that affect the capacity for healthy development within families and 

emphasises the impact of the inter-relationships of contextual factors with each 

other and ultimately on the child. It thus encourages educators and course 

designs to consider the wider influencing factors and context of development, 

suggesting that family is the principal context in which human development 

takes place.  

Finally, considering the broader contextual factors that influence the learning 

experience (such as institutional settings, existing policies, and events), allows 

educators more insight into how to more successfully build OL environments 

and ultimately improve outcomes for students. The institutional setting 

comprises the formal and informal social constraints that regulate the OL 

implementation in a given educational institution (Viennet and Pont, 2017). The 

societal trends that may have repercussions on the education policy sector, be 

they of political, cultural, technological, socio-economic, geographical or 

demographic nature, also shape the OL environment (Adhikari, Mathrani and 

Scogings, 2016; Bond, 2019; Hohlfeld, Ritzhaupt and Barron, 2010; 

Warschauer and Xu, 2018) and students’ attitudes towards technology 
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(Mansaray et al., 2011). Thus, the impact of external conditions including 

geographic location (e.g., country, language, urban/rural), has to be recognised 

for playing a role in shaping the context within which OL is framed and enacted, 

and impacting the way actors perceive and experience OL and related issues.  

It is important to recognise that OL is not a one-size-fits-all approach and that 

every student’s context is unique. By considering the wider cultural, 

geographical, economic, and socio-political context, and the micro-level of 

home and classroom culture that influences student OL, a more holistic and 

clearer understanding of the concept can be gained.  

10. Course content, design and delivery 

The analysis of students’ comments on elements/components of the course 

surfaces a number of aspects of the student learning process that have 

received attention elsewhere. Next, each component is discussed separately.  

Course content 

The study findings emphasise that the course content has to be relevant and 

challenging; it should be aligned with the learning objectives and engage 

students deeply with the subject matter. The emphasis on ‘relevant and 

challenging content’ aligns with the pedagogical principle that learning should 

be purposeful and intellectually stimulating (Garrison, 2003). In agreement with 

Bhuasiri et al. (2012), the OLY framework outlines that content should reflect 

current knowledge, research, and best practices in the field. It highlights the 

importance of engaging students with material that not only matches their 

developmental level but also encourages critical thinking and deeper 

engagement (Abdel-Gawad and Woollard, 2015; Anggrainingsih, Umam and 

Setiadi, 2018). Moreover, OLY underscores the importance of content being up-

to-date and comprehensive. Keeping content current ensures that it keeps pace 

with evolving knowledge while comprehensive content covers essential topics 

in detail; thus, this research confirms the value of current study materials as 

previously shown by Gilbert, Morton and Rowley (2007).  
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In turn, in the context of academic research and the OLY framework, diverse 

content refers to the inclusion of a wide range of materials, perspectives, 

formats, and sources within the course content. This approach aims to provide 

students with a holistic and multifaceted understanding of the subject matter 

(McCombs and Vakili, 2005).  Incorporating content from various viewpoints, 

disciplines, and cultural backgrounds enriches the learning experience by 

presenting a well-rounded understanding of a topic. Additionally, presenting 

content of varying complexity levels enables learners to gradually deepen their 

understanding and knowledge. Finally, diverse content presupposes balancing 

contemporary content with historical context offering insights into how 

knowledge and perspectives have evolved over time. 

As the empirical study findings have indicated, it is important to provide an 

introduction to each course session for students. This sets the stage for 

learning, offering context and expectations (Chen, 2007; Conrad, 2002; Horvath 

et al., 2019; Ralston-Berg et al., 2015). For example, in the study by Walters-

Archie (2018), the majority of students (94%) found all phases of the online 

orientation beneficial, suggesting that pre-class training facilitated students’ 

overall learning experiences and progress.  

In addition to having clear instructions for how to get started in the course and 

find various course components, the evidence shows the students’ agreement 

that content has to be concise and understandable. Selim (2003) similarly found 

that understandable content helps students grasp concepts effectively and 

reduces confusion. Indeed, in the context of OL where physical presence and 

immediate clarification from teachers might be limited, the role of 

understandable content becomes even more significant. When the material is 

presented in a clear, concise, and understandable manner, students can focus 

their cognitive resources on understanding the concepts rather than 

deciphering complex language or convoluted explanations (Mayer and Moreno, 

2003). This also reduces cognitive load, allowing learners to engage more 

deeply with the content (Kirschner, 2002). Finally, content that is straightforward 

and easy to understand aids in information retention (Alqahtani and Rajkhan, 

2020). 
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Importantly, however, the content has to be available in manageable segments, 

as the study findings have demonstrated and as it has been previously noted by 

Sedera, Gable and Chan (2004). Breaking down content into manageable 

portions enhances understanding and prevents overwhelming learners (Mayer 

and Moreno, 2003). For example, in a study by Mayer and Chandler (2001), a 

narrated animation was broken in segments to explain lightning formation. 

Students who received the segmented presentation performed better on 

subsequent problem-solving tests than did students who received a continuous 

presentation, which holds several key implications for instructional design and 

pedagogical practices.  

Interview data also identify that the majority of students agree that course 

content has to be well-organised. This is not surprising as organisational 

structure aids in logical progression, making it easier for students to follow the 

course’s flow. Such findings are related to previous research (Georgouli, 

Skalkidis and Guerreiro, 2008; McCombs and Vakilia, 2005; Swan, 2001) 

indicating that well-organised content is an important factor in the success of 

online courses. Further, the students have highlighted the significance of 

enhancing engagement through content that is interesting, interactive, and 

displayed in multiple ways. As McDonald (2002) concluded, online materials 

need to be relevant, interactive and problem-orientated. Relatedly, Grigorovici, 

Nam and Russill (2003) found that interactive online syllabi formed positive 

student impressions of the online course and the instructor.  

Employing various media formats and interactive elements makes learning 

more engaging and caters to different learning preferences. Additionally, 

employing diverse media and interactive tools aligns with modern students’ 

expectations and learning preferences (Cyrs, 1997; Sun et al., 2008; Vakili, 

2001). Likewise, the learning material, according to Merrill’s (2002) principles of 

instruction, should contain links to supplementary information on the subject 

matter or to related knowledge.  

Enabling students to explore content through linkages between existing and 

new information in non-linear ways embraces the reality that not all learners 
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progress in the same way (Jonassen, 1996; Thorsen, 1998). Previous studies 

and OLY highlight how allowing for flexibility and autonomy in exploring content 

promotes student agency (Christensen, Anakwe, and Kessler, 2001; Harper, 

2002; McCombs, 2001), making an even stronger case for this sub-dimension. 

Nevertheless, the course content should also have practical applicability, 

enhancing the overall learning experience and its real-world relevance, as 

found in the results and previous studies (Merrill, 2002). For instance, in the 

research by Yang and Durrington (2010), the usefulness of content, i.e., 

practical applicability, influenced students’ perceptions of overall course quality. 

The OLY framework identifies that updating course content regularly ensures 

that students receive accurate information. Updated content not only ensures 

accuracy but also connects students to ongoing developments in their chosen 

field. Similar conclusions were made by Barker (2001) and Ralston-Berg et al. 

(2015).  

In support of the notion of ‘on-time content’- referring to the timely availability 

and delivery of course materials, resources, and information to learners - the 

present study emphasises that educational content should be made accessible 

to students according to a predetermined schedule or timeline. In support of this 

notion, the study by Bhuasiri et al. (2012) found that timely content delivery 

establishes a consistent rhythm for learners, helping them manage their studies 

effectively. Regularly scheduled content keeps learners engaged and motivated 

to participate in the course and ensures that students have the necessary 

information to build upon previous knowledge (Herrington et al., 2001). 

Students can plan their study schedule better when they know when to expect 

new content, enabling them to allocate time for learning, assignments, and 

assessments, which helps prevent overwhelming students with a sudden influx 

of materials that they need to review or complete. In essence, ‘on-time content’ 

within the OLY framework emphasises the need for educational institutions and 

educators to have a structured schedule for presenting course materials. 

Another important sub-theme is content accessibility and inclusivity which have 

been shown necessary in promoting an equitable learning experience whilst 
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ensuring equal learning opportunities. Herrington et al. (2001) reported that 

ensuring content represents a diverse range of voices, cultures, genders, and 

perspectives, fosters an inclusive learning environment. Similarly, Barker (2001) 

found that incorporating content from different geographical regions helps 

students understand the global context and appreciate cultural nuances related 

to the subject. The findings in this study were able to support prior research on 

supporting a diverse range of learners through content that embodies inclusivity 

and meets the needs of the heterogeneous learner population. By aligning with 

prior research, the study underscores the universal relevance of these 

principles, reinforcing the conviction that effective education must be inclusive, 

adaptable, and considerate of diverse learners. 

Course Design 

Well-designed courses, curriculums, and learning materials are key factors that 

influence learning performance (Brophy, 2000), and have a major impact on 

student satisfaction (Smith, 2012). Course design encompasses the overall 

structuring and organisation of the course, including how the content is 

presented, how the learning activities are sequenced, and how interactions and 

assessments are integrated. A simple, intuitive, and consistent design was 

suggested as being most appropriate (Soo Ting, 2016). Students in this study 

similarly emphasised the importance of courses to follow a consistent structure. 

This finding is in agreement with prior research related to ensuring consistent 

and efficient design and navigation, in which respect, institutions and/or 

programmes should consider applying a common navigation system to all 

courses as much as possible (Ko and Rossen, 2017; Ralston-Berg et al., 2015; 

Swan et al., 2000). Indeed, a course design with common names and 

consistent location of common elements reduces the learning curve between 

courses (Dykman and Davis, 2008). 

Students also expressed a desire for clearly outlined expectations. This 

sentiment aligns with earlier research that underscores the significance of well-

defined expectations, particularly concerning assignments and evaluation 

(Barker, 2001; Durrington, Berryhill, and Swafford, 2006; Jaggars and Xu, 
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2016). Additionally, providing a “scope-and-sequence handout” that outlines 

what learners need to do and when they need to do it, reveals learners’ desires 

to be guided through the course through planning which ensures they 

understand the sequence of topics, activities, and assessments (Bhuasiri et al., 

2012). In the practitioner literature, Grandzol and Grandzol (2006) also suggest 

that a consistent and clear structure - including navigational documents that 

explicitly instruct students in terms of where to go and what to do next - is vital 

to student success. Incorporating a clear scope-and-sequence document as 

part of course design helps students understand the course’s flow, 

expectations, and deadlines. It aids in time management, allows students to 

prepare for upcoming tasks, and contributes to a structured learning experience 

(Gilbert, Morton and Rowley, 2007). As per students’ responses, the rubrics for 

assignments need to be provided for similar reasons too. According to Jaggars 

and Xu (2016), both relevant assessments with provided rubrics for 

assignments and a transparent grading policy contribute to student satisfaction.  

Further, students express a desire for clearly outlined learning objectives. This 

finding aligns with earlier research that emphasised the importance of having 

goals and objectives clearly stated on a course website (Selim, 2003; Song et 

al., 2004). In OL, where learners often navigate content in a self-directed 

manner, the presence of clearly defined learning objectives serves as a 

navigational beacon. These objectives act as signposts, guiding students 

through the learning journey and providing a roadmap for their educational 

endeavours. Well-defined learning objectives establish a sense of purpose, 

informing learners of what they will achieve by the end of a particular course; 

this clarity aids in setting expectations and focusing learners’ attentions on the 

core concepts and skills they need to master (Rovai, 2003). Furthermore, 

explicit objectives foster a sense of achievement as learners can tangibly track 

their progress toward predetermined OL outcomes (Chao, Saj and Tessier, 

2006). According to Johnson et al. (2023), incorporating clear learning 

objectives, linking content to real-world relevance, offering choices, and 

celebrating milestones are strategies that bolster learners’ intrinsic motivation 

and commitment to their educational journey. 
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In a parallel vein, the participants in this study have expressed a clear need for 

written guidelines that govern collaboration and communication within their 

online learning environment. This resonates strongly with the research and 

insights put forth by Barker (2001). Written guidelines provide a clear roadmap 

for students to navigate the intricacies of collaboration and communication, and 

when expectations are well-documented, there is less room for ambiguity or 

misunderstandings. Barker highlights that effective communication practices 

are closely linked to student engagement. When students have written 

guidelines that outline the rules and etiquette of online collaboration and 

communication, they are more likely to participate actively. It empowers them to 

contribute to discussions, collaborate on projects, and reach out for assistance 

when necessary. Barker’s work also underscores the importance of inclusive 

communication. Written guidelines can include principles of respect, inclusivity, 

and cultural sensitivity. This ensures that all students feel valued and included 

in discussions and collaborations. Finally, written guidelines serve as a point of 

reference throughout the course. Students can revisit them whenever needed, 

fostering consistency and a common understanding among learners. 

Notably, the students place significant importance on a particular course design 

characteristic, that of self-created teacher videos that combine visual, auditory, 

and textual elements, supplemented with external links and podcasts. This 

insight invites a deeper exploration of why this method of content presentation 

resonates so well with students and how it contributes to successful learning 

experiences. Firstly, teacher-created videos add a personal touch, fostering a 

connection between the teacher and students, whilst the integration of visual, 

auditory, and textual components stimulates multiple senses, enhancing 

engagement (Calvert et al., 1999). Visual aids, audio narration, and 

accompanying text create a multisensory experience that caters to various 

learning preferences, making the content more accessible and memorable 

(Dotterer, 2011). Also, certain concepts are better conveyed through visuals, 

while others benefit from verbal elaboration. Finally, combining different modes 

of information delivery distributes cognitive load (Oviatt, Coulston and Lunsford, 

2004), whilst the inclusion of external links and podcasts enriches the learning 
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experience by providing diverse perspectives and supplementary resources. 

Janicki and Liegle (2001) have synthesised the work of a range of instructional 

design experts to develop a list of concepts they believe support effective OL, 

one of them being the use of a variety of presentation styles. Students in this 

study have similarly highlighted the importance of multiple technologies and 

media being utilised for content provision and presentation. Relatedly, they also 

revealed that supplementary video-related text has to be made available to 

them. This is consistent with Rothschild (2005) who found that an effective 

online course will enable the student to listen to the content as well as view it 

and read it, with text complementing the multimedia. 

Further, the OLY framework and previous literature (Mather, 2000; Thorsen, 

1998) highlight that a comprehensive course includes multiple pathways 

through text, graphics, audio, video, or animation that allow learners to take 

advantage of the nonlinear and individualised learning features. Equally so, 

prior studies (Arbaugh, 2000; Barker, 2001) substantiate the importance that 

students place on the content presentation that is not only informative but also 

enjoyable, as well as courses that possess an appealing appearance. An 

appealing course appearance sets a positive tone for the learning environment. 

It creates a welcoming atmosphere that encourages students to participate 

actively. Notably, content that is presented in an enjoyable manner, whether 

through compelling visuals, interactive elements, or engaging narratives, has a 

positive impact on student motivation (Reyna, 2013). In their book, Kimmons 

and Caskurlu (2020) emphasise the profound influence of visual design on 

multiple dimensions of the learning experience, such as, enriching the value of 

communication, harnessing the innate capabilities of the human brain, elevating 

engagement levels, and catering to the aesthetic preferences of the audience. 

This underscores the need for educators and course designers to consider not 

only the substance of the content but also the manner in which it is presented 

and the overall look and feel of the course (Chao, Saj and Tessier, 2006).  

Support for student-to-student interaction is another course design dimension 

that was found to have a positive impact on student experiences. OL does not 

mean learning entirely in isolation; student-to-student interaction must be 
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supported too. The results of the present study support the findings by Blass 

and Davis (2003) indicating that even within the electronic medium, 

engagement and the sense of interacting with people (rather than just with 

computers) can, and should, be an objective. Indeed, students learn a lot from 

each other - group work, informal interactions and problem-sharing are key 

features of a learning environment (Blass and Davis, 2003). They possess a 

wealth of knowledge and insights that they can share with their peers. In the 

ever-evolving landscape of OL, fostering of meaningful student-to-student 

interactions remains an essential cornerstone. It empowers students to 

connect, collaborate, and grow together, and it is pivotal in nurturing engaged, 

informed, and successful learners. 

Finally, the findings of this study introduce a novel sub-dimension within the 

Course Delivery, namely Direct and indirect instruction: guest teachers and 

peer-to-peer learning. This discovery is noteworthy as it expands the scope of 

what is considered as effective course delivery. Direct instruction typically refers 

to teacher-led methods, while ‘indirect instruction’ may include student-centred, 

collaborative, or peer-to-peer learning (Rüütmann and Kipper, 2011). There are 

various ways to use indirect strategies. The inclusion of guest teachers 

introduces an element of expertise and variety into online courses. Guest 

teachers can provide unique insights, real-world experience, and a fresh 

perspective, thus, enriching the learning experiences for students (Fulton, 

2020). The concept of peer-to-peer learning, in turn, emphasises that students 

actively participate in teaching their peers and giving and receiving peer 

feedback (Raymond at al., 2016). This not only reinforces their own 

understanding but emphasises student agency and peer interaction whilst 

fostering a collaborative and supportive learning community (Thomas et al., 

2014). Further, peer-to-peer learning approaches support reflection in action 

and reflection on action (Schön, 1987), with less experienced students 

benefiting from the experience of their peers in ‘communities of practice’ (Lave 

and Wenger, 1991). Recognising the importance of both direct and indirect 

instruction, as well as guest teachers and peer-to-peer learning, suggests that a 

holistic approach to OL should incorporate a variety of instructional methods, 
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providing a fresh perspective on how educators can enhance the OL 

experiences for young learners.  

Course Delivery 

Delivery strategies, concerning how the course is presented to learners, 

emerge as a pivotal factor in the OL experiences. This significance is apparent 

in Herrington et al.’s (2001) framework, which offers a valuable tool for 

assessing and evaluating OL materials in the form of a checklist. It lists critical 

components for creating effective OL environments around elements within 

three primary domains: pedagogical approaches, educational resources, and 

delivery strategies that address issues related to how the course is imparted to 

learners. A number of other studies have emphasised course delivery 

dimension as related to learner satisfaction and high-quality OL (e.g., Jaggars 

and Xu, 2016; Ozkan and Koseler, 2009; MacDonald et al., 2001). Within the 

course delivery factor, a substantial body of research has underscored the 

significance of a reliable and robust interface with materials ensuring accuracy 

and error-free functionality (Herrington et al., 2001; Rothschild, 2005). In a 

parallel vein, other scholarly work has asserted that the clarity of goals, 

instructions, and learning pathways, including the transparency of unit 

information and expectations regarding student roles, significantly influences 

students’ satisfactions with their online courses (Song et al., 2004). This study’s 

findings align with these assertions. 

Findings from this study are also in accordance with prior research which 

indicated that the appearance of web pages and a recognisable style for Units, 

i.e., adoption of an appropriate institutional style of presentation, were important 

in students’ course experiences (Steward, Hong and Strudler, 2004). Further, 

the current study results offer valuable affirmation for the concept of the course 

overall (and each unit), engaging students with each other and their teacher 

through various modes of communication, as advocated by scholars such as 

Howell (2001) and Kanuka et al. (2007). Employing multiple channels of 

communication within the online educational context is a cornerstone of 

successful teaching and learning - engaging with students through various 
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channels facilitates personalised interactions and keeps students engaged and 

motivated whilst fostering deeper comprehension by accommodating diverse 

cognitive preferences (Herrington et al., 2001). Therefore, the course should 

ensure that appropriate communication channels are available to students, and 

students should be able to use a variety of technologies to communicate and 

collaborate, as highlighted by OLY and previous research (Barker, 2001; 

Mather, 2000; Thorsen, 1998; Wei and Chou, 2020). In turn, clear timelines and 

deadlines factor pertains to how the teacher manages the pacing and timing of 

various course elements (e.g., assignments, assessments, discussions) to 

ensure students are aware of when tasks are due. This study’s findings 

resonate with Rotar’s (2022) research that demonstrated how clear timelines 

and deadlines have a positive effect on learners’ satisfaction with online 

courses. 

11. Pedagogy  

Pedagogical factors are some of the first issues educators consider when they 

plan to teach (AbuSneineh and Zairi, 2010). Under the Pedagogy category, 

several factors were identified. To begin with, embracing a variety of 

pedagogical strategies can facilitate meaningful learning (Conole et al., 2008; 

Govindasamy, 2001) and lead to sustainable success in OL. Notably, however, 

some students emphasised a significant distinction among the strategies 

educators can employ to ensure the effectiveness of OL. For example, a few 

recognised the pivotal role of incorporating personalisation and differentiation to 

attain success in OL. Others emphasised the importance of embracing a 

proactive teacher-moderated collaborative approach to foster active learning 

strategies, while many advocated for the implementation of game-based 

learning. This signals that teachers have a task to ensure that students of 

varying learning preferences are supported through sound instructional design 

which includes embracing a variety of pedagogical strategies. 

Further, similar to the earlier observations (see Hall and Hewitt-Gervais, 2000; 

Theodosiadou, and Konstantinidis, 2015), the current study illuminated that e-

Portfolio can be an effective tool for both instruction and assessment. The 
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existing literature validates e-Portfolio as a means of encouraging a sense of 

personal identity (Ward and Grant, 2007), a platform which has the potential to 

help students develop ICT competence (Wall et al., 2006) and skills that will 

support their independent lifelong learning (Chau and Cheng, 2010; Joyes, 

Gray, and Hartnell-Young, 2010). Whilst building an e-Portfolio can be time-

consuming (Ocak and Ulu, 2009), it has repeatedly been suggested that the 

advantages of e-Portfolio activity outweigh its disadvantages in so far as it gives 

rise to students’ active and autonomous learning (Attwell, 2009), and embraces 

constructivist-based pedagogies and learner-centred philosophies (Abrami and 

Barrett, 2005; Barrett and Wilkerson, 2004). 

Additionally, this study contributes to and extends the existing body of research 

by shedding light on the significance of leveraging concepts such as cross-

curricular collaboration and knowledge transfer. This approach enables 

students to apply knowledge and skills across diverse subjects, fostering a 

more profound comprehension of real-world applications (Iglesias-Pradas, 

Ruiz-de-Azcárate and Agudo-Peregrina, 2015).  Among interviewees, the 

prevailing positive comments regarding cross-curricular collaboration is a 

noteworthy finding. It can be argued that emphasising interdisciplinary 

connections empowers educators to design learning experiences that 

transcend isolated subject boundaries. 

Notably, many interviewees revealed a favourable attitude towards using 

games. Game-based learning provides a blending of ICT as a toy as well as a 

tool, bringing home developed skills and recognising them in the classroom - 

this is important for many students (Blackmore et al., 2003). It can provide 

meaningful learning experiences by immersing students in “transformational 

play” (Barab, Gresalfi and Ingram-Goble, 2010) and authentic contexts, and 

engage them in problem-solving activities that go beyond traditional instruction 

(Squire, 2006). Several studies have highlighted the significance and benefits of 

play and game-based learning in online courses for young students. 

Gamification has been shown to enhance student motivation and engagement, 

with research suggesting that incorporating game elements, such as 

challenges, rewards, and progress tracking, can increase students’ interests 
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and enjoyment in the learning process (Dicheva et al., 2015). Studies have also 

shown that well-designed educational games can improve students’ knowledge 

acquisition, problem-solving skills, critical thinking abilities, and retention of 

information (Squire, 2006; Barab et al., 2010). Further, multiplayer games can 

foster collaboration and social interaction among students by promoting 

teamwork, communication, peer learning, and allowing students to work 

together towards common goals (Gee, 2003). Moreover, games can create 

tailored learning experiences that cater to different learning preferences and 

abilities (Papert, 2020); and can support emotional and cognitive development 

where students can experiment, take risks, and learn from failure. This can 

contribute to the development of problem-solving skills, resilience, creativity, 

and emotional regulation (Gee, 2003; Barab et al., 2010).  

With regards to the personalisation and differentiation dimension, the views of 

the respondents were in line with the strategic policy directions (Cachia, 2021; 

European Commission, 2021b; U.S. Department of Education, 2008; 2010) and 

research (Huang and Mille, 2006; Sridharan, Deng and Corbitt, 2010) regarding 

the improvement of the effectiveness of OL through adapting learning 

resources and pedagogies to suit individual levels and preferences in learning 

(Cooze and Barbour, 2005; Miranda et al., 2017). 

Online technologies hold promise for creating individualised learning 

environments (U.S. Department of Education, 2017). Evidence exists that 

online courses can provide opportunities to adjust technology and resources for 

individual students or groups of students, tailoring instruction and learning 

activities to meet the needs of various learners within a class (Bray and 

McClaskey, 2013). Additionally, technology allows for accelerated options for 

gifted learners (D. Thomson, 2010). By utilising personalisation and 

differentiation strategies, online teachers foster self-efficacy, autonomy, and a 

sense of purpose in learners.  

Although diverse cognitive development levels of K-12 students complicate 

personalised instruction (Cavanaugh et al., 2004), Pulham and Graham (2018) 

identified aspects of differentiation and personalisation that include 
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accommodating learning preferences, pacing, and choice. For instance, web-

based conferencing in elementary online courses enabled teachers to adjust 

pacing and offer content delivery choices (McCarthy, 2020). However, the 

ability of teachers to tailor instruction depends heavily on the context. For 

example, a study by Hawkins, Barbour and Graham (2011), unveiled teacher-

student loads from as few as two to as many as 1,726 students per teacher 

within a virtual high school. Given this substantial workload, teachers had 

limited time available for delivering personalised instruction, and perceived their 

role as assessors rather than facilitators of individualised learning experiences. 

Despite these challenges, educators and curriculum designers are compelled to 

undertake measures to accommodate the diverse needs of students by, e.g., 

providing a range of content formats and supplemental resources (Keeler et al., 

2007), employing diverse ongoing assessment methods, organising small 

group activities or discussions that allow for more focused interactions and 

tailored support for each student’s learning journey, by encouraging peer 

collaboration and peer teaching and maintaining open channels of 

communication (Anderson and Dron, 2011; Keeler et al., 2007; Scalise, 2007).  

The study further supports Sridharan, Deng and Corbitt’s (2010) previous 

findings on discussions and dialogue as critical success factors in OL 

ecosystems, and extends current understanding about utilising e-portfolios to 

support communication whilst facilitating interactions and knowledge sharing 

among students. By incorporating discussion forums or utilising e-portfolios, 

educators provide opportunities for students to ask questions, share insights, 

provide feedback, and engage in meaningful conversations related to the 

course content, overall, promoting effective OL (Martin and Bolliger, 2018). 

Discussions serve multiple purposes in the learning process – to facilitate active 

learning, collaboration, engagement with and expanding upon that content, 

enabling students to interact, share ideas, and construct knowledge collectively. 

Further, discussions foster critical thinking skills as students debate ideas and 

analyse different perspectives, and promote deeper understanding and 

knowledge construction, exchanges of information and learning from each 

other’s experiences (Eom and Ashill, 2016). 
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It was interesting to observe that, while the students enjoyed the HAD module 

in general, its content and structure, and particularly the regular formative 

assessments, their interest in grading and the desire for summative 

assessments also stand out. This dual attitude reflects the multifaceted nature 

of the students’ learning expectations. While they appreciate the ongoing 

feedback and learning opportunities provided by formative assessments, their 

emphasis on grading underscores the significance they attach to evaluation and 

measurable outcomes in their academic journey. Moreover, summative 

assessments can serve as markers of progress and milestones, providing 

students with a tangible sense of accomplishment (Perera-Diltz and Moe, 

2014). This finding highlights the importance of striking a balance between 

ongoing formative assessments, which support continuous learning and 

improvement, and the inclusion of summative assessments, which offer a 

sense of accomplishment and contribute to a holistic learning experience. The 

students’ interest in both elements suggests that a well-rounded assessment 

approach that combines formative and summative components can cater to 

their diverse needs and preferences, enhancing their overall engagement and 

satisfaction in the OL environment. 

The effective assessment of learning must be valid, reliable, flexible and fair 

(Chantanarungpak, 2010; Masrom, Zainon and Rahiman, 2008; Wands and 

Blanc, 2001). Also, a recent study by Johnson et al. (2023), emphasised the 

need for assessment to be used frequently within online K–12 schooling, and 

apply constructivist learning principles (Perera-Diltz and Moe, 2014), coupled 

with constructivist pedagogy for OL (Herrington and Standen, 2000). 

Nevertheless, whilst basing assessment on the progressive problem-solving 

and decision-making capabilities of learners, it is necessary that educators 

remain informed about newly available tools (Perera-Diltz and Moe, 2014). 

This study finally acknowledges the importance of reflective practice that 

systematically supports students in reflecting on their learning experiences and 

their own development. The reflective practice consists of a recurrent, 

systematic process of reflection, containing various phases: become aware, 

analyse current state, draft and plan a solution, take action and, finally, reflect in 
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and on action (Heymann et al., 2022). The use of tools, such as chats, blogs, e-

portfolios, and online discussion forums supporting reflective learning activities, 

has become increasingly more prevalent (Kori et al., 2014). Therefore, the 

integration of these and other mechanisms that support reflective learning 

activities is essential as they offer students the means to engage in structured 

self-reflection, facilitating their journey toward becoming more self-aware, self-

directed learners. Through this process, students can better understand their 

own learning strategies, adapt to challenges, and continually improve their 

outcomes. 

12. Planning and ongoing course evaluation, adaptation and improvement 

Surveying the literature reveals that there is a consensus about the necessity 

and importance of a systematic process of planning for OL (Al-Fraihat, Joy and 

Sinclair, 2017; Care and Scanlan, 2001; Khan, 2005a; MacDonald et al., 2001; 

Naveed, et al., 2017; Robinson, 2000). Effective planning ensures that OL 

experiences are well-structured, organised, and aligned with desired learning 

outcomes. The literature on this topic (Anderson, 2008; Bates and Sangra, 

2011; Mariani et al., 2012) proposes that in the planning phase an examination 

of the existing infrastructure, policies, resources, and support services related 

to OL in the institution is necessary to identify the strengths, weaknesses, and 

opportunities for improvement within the institution’s OL landscape. The OLY 

framework is in line with this perspective, additionally acknowledging the 

necessity of having a well-defined vision and purpose guiding decision-making, 

resource allocation, and instructional design processes.  

Several studies (Bates, 2010; Bates and Sangra, 2011; Bothel, 2001; 

Ghirardini, 2011; Pappas, 2014) similarly highlight the need for institutions to 

articulate their goals and objectives for OL and establish measurable outcomes 

(Baldwin and Ching, 2019) as pre-implementation considerations. Bates (2010) 

also mentions, as a point to consider before an online course delivery, exploring 

new instructional strategies, pedagogical approaches, and technological tools 

that can enhance student engagement, interaction, and learning outcomes and 

lead to more effective and engaging learning experiences. OLY highlights this 
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criterion too, recognising it as another justified factor contributing to creating a 

well-structured and purposeful OL environment.  

Setting priorities, as in identifying the most critical areas or initiatives that align 

with the institution’s goals and available resources, is essential in helping to 

allocate resources, focus efforts, and ensure that the most impactful aspects of 

OL receive attention and support. This phase becomes relevant once the 

institution’s current context of OL is studied, the requirements are gathered, and 

the goals and purpose for using the technology for teaching and learning are 

clearly determined (Broadbent, 2002; Bates and Sangra, 2011; Levy, 2003; 

Robinson, 2000).  

The Teacher training and support element emphasises the importance of 

providing professional development opportunities, training programmes, and 

ongoing support to educators to enhance their pedagogical and technological 

skills and keep them up-to-date. Existing research (Anderson and Middleton, 

2002; Arabasz and Baker, 2003; Bates and Sangra, 2011; Levy, 2003; 

McNaught, 2002) advises that teacher training should not be ignored during 

online course planning. In turn, the Mandates for supporting OL - as institutional 

specific guidelines in place to promote, support and sustain OL - are recognised 

in earlier findings as essential in providing support by aligning institutional 

policies, procedures, and resources (Bates, 2010). Mandates can include 

requirements for course design standards, accessibility guidelines, student 

support services, and quality assurance measures. Finally, Teaching and 

learning considerations relate to designing a curriculum that supports effective 

teaching and learning in the online environment for achieving desired learning 

outcomes (Bothel, 2001; McNaught, 2002). This consideration also emphasises 

the significance of integrating educational and pedagogical considerations into 

the curriculum design process, and aligning the online course content, 

instructional strategies, and assessments with established educational 

principles and pedagogical best practices (Al-Fraihat, Joy and Sinclair, 2017).  

On the other hand, evaluations of online courses/programmes, during their 

delivery and beyond, can identify whether courses/programmes, and online 
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resources are performing as promised, and can point to areas for improvement. 

Therefore, MacDonald et al. (2001) argue that to make necessary adjustments 

and improvements, online course evaluation needs to assess the inputs, 

processes, and the outcomes with reference to the intended goals, whilst 

incorporating feedback from students and other stakeholders.  

In the literature (Aschbacher, 1999; Bain, 1999; Biggs and Collis, 2014; Biggs 

and Tang, 2011; Edström, 2008; Joint Committee for Educational Evaluation, 

1981; Juwah, 2003; Lebrun, 2007; Morris, 2008; Nevo, 2013; Stiggins and 

Conklin, 1992; UN, Online Learning Framework and Toolkit), a number of 

strategies and processes were proposed to continuously assess and enhance 

the effectiveness of online courses. These include:  

• encouraging instructors to reflect on their teaching practices and identify 

areas for improvement and explore and implement new pedagogical 

approaches and innovative instructional methods;  

• comparing the course outcomes and performance with established 

benchmarks or best practices;  

• evaluating the alignment between course content, activities, and 

assessments with the intended learning objectives; 

• evaluating the effectiveness and appropriateness of the technology used 

in the online course;  

• conducting regular reviews to ensure that the course materials and 

online platform are accessible to all learners, including those with 

different abilities;  

• keeping course content and resources up-to-date and relevant to reflect 

the latest developments in the field; and  

• adapting the course or program in response to changing student needs, 

emerging trends or external factors.  
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With this in mind, teachers and institutions can continuously evaluate, adapt, 

and improve their online courses and programs, ensuring that they meet the 

needs of learners and maintain high-quality educational experiences. 

5.1.4 Educating the Whole Child    

Situating the child at the centre of the framework comes from the analysis of the 

evidence from the learning sciences; several branches of educational research 

stress the need to support the kinds of relationships and learning opportunities 

required to promote children’s holistic well-being, healthy development, and 

transferable learning. Furthermore, educating the whole child dimension of the 

OLY framework has support in the recent synthesis of the research on learning 

and development that highlights an emerging consensus about approaching 

any learning and teaching situation (including OL) with the whole child at the 

centre (Darling-Hammond et al., 2020; Darling-Hammond and Cook-Harvey, 

2018; García and Weiss, 2016; Slade and Griffith, 2013).  

Educating the whole-child domain that lies at the heart of the OLY framework, 

means attending to cognitive, social, emotional, physical, ethical, artistic, 

creative, spiritual and talent development, as well as inspiring children’s self-

knowledge and cultivating young people’s reverence for the natural 

environment, a sense of social justice and compassion (ASCD, 2007; Darling-

Hammond et al., 2020; Kochhar-Bryant and Heishman, 2010; Miller, 2008). The 

definition of a whole-child approach evolved from the work of the Association 

for Supervision and Curriculum Development’s (ASCD) - Commission on the 

Whole Child (ASCD, 2007). According to the Commission’s report, the whole 

child is: 

a. Intellectually active 

b. Physically, verbally, socially, and academically competent 

c. Empathetic, kind, caring, and fair 

d. Creative and curious 

e. Disciplined, self-directed, and goal oriented 
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f. Free 

g. A critical thinker 

h. Confident, and 

i. Cared for and valued (ASCD, 2007, p. 10). 

ASCD leaders, like many other educators and child development experts 

(ASCD, 2007; Darling-Hammond et al., 2020; Kochhar-Bryant and Heishman, 

2010; Miller, 2007; 2008; UNESCO, 2015), argue that the overarching goal of 

education is to promote the highest possible levels of cognitive, social, 

emotional, physical, ethical, artistic, creative, and spiritual potentials for each 

child. Additionally, it was argued that whole-child education must also inspire 

children’s self-knowledge and cultivate reverence for the natural environment 

and a sense of social justice and compassion (Miller, 2007). In this way, the 

term holistic education means both cultivating the whole person and helping 

individuals live more consciously as individuals within their communities and 

natural ecosystems (Miller, 2007). 

John P. Miller (2005; 2008), one of the leading proponents of holistic education, 

identified the following core qualities that characterise a holistic education: 

1. It encourages experiential learning and learning beyond the confines of the 

classroom and the formal educational environment towards education as 

growth, discovery and broadening of horizons. 

2. Personal relationships are considered to be as important as academic 

subject matter. These learning environments strive to cultivate a sense of 

community and belonging and qualities of safety, respect, caring, and even 

love. 

3. There is a concern for the interior life of children; that is, for the feelings, 

aspirations, ideas, and questions that each student brings to the learning 

process. Education is no longer viewed as the transmission of information; 

instead, it is a journey inward as well as outward into the world. 
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4. Holistic education expresses an ‘ecological consciousness’. It recognises 

that everything in the world exists in context; that is, in relation to inclusive 

communities. This involves a deep respect for the integrity of the biosphere, if 

not a sense of reverence for nature. It is a worldview that embraces diversity, 

both natural and cultural. 

This concept makes it clear how children’s development and learning along with 

identity formation are shaped by interactions among the environmental factors, 

relationships, and learning opportunities they experience in and out of school, 

through physical, psychological, cognitive, social, and emotional processes that 

influence one another - both biologically and functionally (Fischer and Bidell, 

2006; Rose, Rouhani, and Fischer, 2013). Although our society and our schools 

often compartmentalise these developmental processes - treat them as distinct 

from one another, and treat the child as distinct from the many contexts they 

experience – this study and the sciences of learning and development 

demonstrate how tightly interrelated they are and how they jointly produce the 

outcomes for which educators are responsible (Darling-Hammond et al., 2020). 

That is why O’Hara (2006) explained that our current educational goals and 

practices are insufficient to the level of complexity of our world, noting that they 

cannot deal with the uncertainty, flexibility, creativity, negotiation, 

understanding, and wisdom being asked of the 21st-century ‘traveller’. What is 

being called for is, therefore, “the cultivation of levels of consciousness and 

habits of mind that go way beyond the mental capacities canonised in the 

Western industrialised world” (O’Hara, 2006, p. 111). To address these issues, 

a holistic, ecological view of OL is needed that underscores the importance of a 

whole-child approach to education, such as promoted by the OLY framework. 

The data and findings from the study support the existing knowledge about 

what constitutes holistic education. For example, holistic learning frameworks 

(Wood, 2019) emphasise creating a safe, supportive environment. The 

following student quotes show that students recognised the importance of 

prioritising open communication and personal relationships to cultivate a sense 

of community, belonging, and mutual respect among students and teachers 

alike: 
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Tania: “Like, in our HAD classes everyone’s voice matters. Also, building 

friendships is just as important as getting good grades.” 

Helen: “Our classes were about understanding stuff and being able to talk 

about it in different ways.” 

Mia: “In this course I have realised that education isn’t just about what’s in the 

textbooks; it is about ourselves too… and our online learning included 

discussions about life skills and not just academic stuff.”  

 

Insights from student interviews shed light on another important characteristic 

of holistic learning – its interconnected nature which encourages students to 

explore the relationships between different subjects and perspectives: 

 

Victoria: “When we studied a particular dance style, we learned about the music 

of that time, the history behind the dance, and how it reflected the culture. It 

made me see that dance history isn’t just about moving… Our learning wasn’t 

just about learning dance history; it was about understanding the world around 

us.” 

 

Carol: “Our HAD course was not just about memorising facts. It was about 

understanding how everything is connected. We had this project about the 

evolution of dance. You collaborated with the music and history teachers. It was 

cool because we got to see how music, history, and dance all influence each 

other. We even got to learn some of the old dance moves.” 

 

By integrating various subjects and perspectives, students are encouraged to 

explore cross-curricular connections, learn from the community around them, 

as well as reflect on their actions and their impact on the global and local 

community. 

 

Further, as demonstrated in this study and supported by the previous literature, 

holistic learning environments place a strong emphasis on understanding and 
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nurturing the interior life of children, acknowledging their feelings, aspirations, 

and questions: 

 

Maja: “I have learned so much from our online HAD course because I felt 

comfortable asking about anything, even if it was not directly related to the 

lesson.” 

 

Tea: “What I really liked is that whilst we were expected to memorise facts, we 

were also encouraged to understand the bigger picture and ask about real-

world applications, to look at things from different perspectives and challenge 

our ideas.” 

 

Rather than viewing their online learning as a mere transmission of information, 

the study participants saw learning as a journey inward as well as outward into 

the world. A central implication for educators, learning designers and 

policymakers is that this holistic, integrated, and dynamic learning experience is 

optimally provided when the educational environments support the dimensions 

outlined by the OLY framework, ensuring all children find positive pathways to 

their development and adulthood. 

5.1.5 Online Learning as a Journey of Becoming    

In my study, the students discussed their learning experience as transformative. 

The complexity of the learning experience as a transformative force was 

perhaps first alluded to Dewey (1938 [1997]), who pointed out that the 

educational experience “modifies the one who acts and undergoes” (p. 35). 

Further, a range of studies of learning in different contexts has shown interest in 

the relationship between learning and identity which led some authors to 

describe learning as a process of becoming (Chee, 2011; Colley, James, 

Diment, and Tedder, 2003). In Rogers’s (1995) seminal work: On becoming a 

person, one of America’s most distinguished psychologist (Haggbloom et al., 

2002) describes his experiences in helping people to discover the path to 

personal growth through an understanding of their own limitations and potential. 
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Rogers believed that a person’s behaviour is a factor motivated by self-

actualisation tendencies to work and achieve the highest level of their potential 

and achievement. During this process, a person forms a structure of self or self-

concept. 

By recognising learning as personal growth, transformative experience, and 

formation of self-concept, and by identifying what is developing in the child, an 

educator has made a first step towards understanding the possible ways to 

supply that child’s developmental needs to create an optimal learning 

environment. Neville (1999) speaks of the multilevel awareness of the student 

when discussing students’ innate capacities - intellectual, imaginative, 

emotional, physical, and relational, and asks for educators to facilitate their 

integration. Indeed, education must provide opportunities for the emergence of 

these and other capacities as well as students’ self-knowledge, which means 

placing the development of the ‘consciousness’ of the child at the heart of 

education (Luvmour, 2001). Consciousness is primarily evidenced in changes 

in perception, which determines behaviour, identity construction, ego 

development, relationship, knowledge formation, and emotional connection 

(Kegan, 2018). The data analysis undertaken for this thesis similarly shows that 

students describe learning as change in perception and consciousness, leading 

to achieving greater self-understanding and understanding of others: 

Carol: “I realised that I was stubborn; but we talked about it in our feedback 

session - how I set my standards very high and don’t accept help from anyone, 

and that, by this, I make learning difficult for myself.” 

Interviewer: “So, you say you are aware of the obstacle now, that you see your 

stubbornness. Can you explain the difference with before?” 

Carol: “I think that before I was struggling with my pride to accept help from the 

teacher and peers, and now I feel more OK with it. I didn’t see it before, where 

actually teacher help, or help that I now seek from my peers when I don’t 

understand something, helps me progress even faster.” 
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Parts of the course content and tasks facilitated change in perspective and 

thinking for another student too: 

Maja: “My definition of dance was too simple. I felt bad after I compared my 

definition with the definition of dance offered in the video-lesson. The course 

made me reflect upon things and myself, and gave me some different ideas 

about dance and situations that were clear to me but might not have been that 

clear after all, or that needed to be looked at from a different perspective. My 

definition of dance completely changed; for example, I became aware of dance 

for persons with different abilities.” 

Notably, the students identified that OL includes a process of achieving greater 

awareness evidenced, for example, in these two quotes. The importance of 

self-knowledge and consciousness to the individual as well as to the community 

can hardly be underestimated, and the approach to learning as becoming a 

person is increasingly stressed by educators (Jarvis, 2012; Veggetti, 2018; 

Woodhead, 2013) and confirmed in this study.  

Data analysis revealed that students had learned different skills – subject-

related skills and life skills. They shared, for example, that they now know how 

to deal with certain situations. Another student shared the difficulties they face 

amongst regular school children who mock him about going to ballet. The 

student also goes to swimming lessons and he explained that he is unsure still 

if he will choose a career as a swimmer or a dancer. Intrigued by this 

discussion, I asked the student “how do you identify yourself – as a swimmer or 

dancer?” The student answered: “I take pride in both”. This made me think 

about how people often assign other people into categories. Student identities, 

however, cannot be neatly determined, and navigating between worlds 

(including online and offline worlds) necessitates exploring other and multiple 

personal identities and negotiating and adapting their identities in both 

embodied and digital contexts.  

Under the broader concept of ‘learning as becoming’, the OLY framework 

includes the acknowledgment that the student is in a set of relationships within 
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multiple educational settings and their sense of self is dynamic and fluctuating, 

varying according to the situation being experienced. 

In the literature, there is a range of various formulations of the term ‘identity’ 

(see, for example, Abdi, 2001; Abrams and Hogg, 2006; Gleason, 1983; 

Guralnik, 1984). According to Katzenstein (1996), identity is constructed and 

evolved in a shared manner by those who define and those who are defined. In 

this regard, Clifford defines identity as a nexus of relations and transactions 

(1988). Finally, as indicated in Hall’s definition, identity is dynamic and it 

changes from time to time. Hall (1989) writes that: 

Identity emerges as a kind of unsettled space or an unresolved question in 

that space, between a number of intersecting discourses... [Until recently, we 

have incorrectly thought that identity is] a kind of fixed point of thought and 

being, a ground of action... the logic of something like a ‘true self’... Identity is 

a process, identity is split. Identity is not a fixed point but an ambivalent point. 

Identity is also the relationship of the other to oneself. (p.9) 

Identity is, therefore, a product of several personal and/or group characteristics 

such as socially constructed categories of race, gender, nationality, 

professional status, social position, and even personal history, as well as a 

process - an ambivalent point rather than a fixed point. Importantly, our 

relationships, activities, tasks, functions, and understandings do not exist in 

isolation; they are part of broader systems of relations in which they have 

meaning. These relations arise out of and are reproduced and developed within 

social communities, and a student is defined by, as well as defines these 

relations. Thus, as Lave and Wenger (1991) suggest, “learning implies 

becoming a different person with respect to the possibilities enabled by these 

systems of relations. To ignore this aspect of learning is to overlook the fact that 

learning involves the construction of identities” (p. 53). 

Accordingly, I suggest educators might better understand the OL experience if 

they see the transformation – ‘becoming’ – as a central part of that process. In 

that respect, online pedagogy serves as an instrument for becoming. Indeed, 
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“pedagogy draws from experiences and simultaneously provokes experiences 

through contradictory and complex processes as we individually and collectively 

generate our visions for ourselves and each other” (Salazar, 2013, p. 136). 

Children create themselves and help create others, whilst educators contribute 

to the creation of children’s other-selves because they are an important part of 

the environment (Simpson, 2001). Relatedly, Tharp, Estrada, Dalton, and 

Yamauchi (2000) argue that, “each of us becomes those people with whom we 

work, talk, share, and grow” (p. 60). Then, in addition to recognising the self as 

a human creation and a lifetime undertaking, we also need to appreciate that 

educators in part guide this creation and are co-partners with students in the 

transformation (Simpson, 2001).  

Building upon this, I put forward a proposition of the self as interdependent and 

interrelated. The notion of ‘learning as becoming’ in this conceptualisation 

proposes learning as a socially situated process - we are who we are through 

the relations we have within the world and we become through the shifts in 

these relations (Hager and Hodkinson, 2009), in the capacity to affect and be 

affected and form new relations. In this respect, Hager and Hodkinson (2009) 

propose the metaphor of ‘becoming’ to signify learning as a social, embodied, 

and never-ending process in which the learner is constantly reconstructed 

through the process.  

In line with the constructivist approach, Bryson and Hand (2008) similarly argue 

that educational institutions should be about more than getting qualifications 

and incorporate the notion of becoming. In turn, studying vocational education 

in a Swedish secondary school, Frykholm and Nitzler (1993) consider learning 

as an active process of becoming, drawing on the theories of Bourdieu and 

Bernstein.  

In the educational philosophies of John Dewey and Paulo Freire, identity, even 

if it has not been separately treated, remains an important component of the 

teaching of the two philosophers. In Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Freire (1970) 

describes humanising pedagogy as an approach to instruction that “ceases to 
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be an instrument by which teachers can manipulate students but rather 

expresses the consciousness of the students themselves” (p.51). Examining 

identity formation, Dewey (1990) argued that educational activities need to be 

directed toward valuable outcomes. To successfully pursue desirable 

outcomes, Dewey believed that the purpose of education was not just to 

transmit customs, beliefs, and occupations to the young, but also to help create 

souls, selves, or people (Simpson, 2001). 

More than ever, children now create and participate in multiple realities, realms 

and platforms (Arnott and Yelland, 2020). Anna Craft (2012) spoke about 

‘Pluralities’ as being one of the four Ps of digital childhoods (the others being 

playfulness, possibilities and participation). Craft’s notion of Pluralities extends 

to the sense of self and identity, with the virtual dimension to children’s lives 

offering opportunities to engage and experiment with places to play, socialise 

and create, people to engage with and activities to participate in, enabling 

exploration of other and multiple personal identities (Craft, 2012). It can be 

argued, therefore, that within contemporary culture children have evolving 

multiple identities – such as their embodied identities (physical, spatial and 

temporal) and digital/virtual identities (Grieshaber and Cannella, 2001), which 

impacts on the way educators conceptualise learning and the way they teach.   

5.1.6 Curriculum, Learning, and Becoming as Ongoing Processes    

Implicit in the notion of ‘becoming’ is the notion of change. Further, there is no 

fixed state or identity to ‘become’; instead, there is the continuity of becoming 

as a lifelong process without a destination, and that process in itself is learning. 

Thus, an underlying assumption in the understanding of identity is that identity 

is not static but dynamic, with our self-conceptions selectively but constantly 

changing (Ghosh, 1996; Hartman, 1997).  

In addition to understanding ‘becoming’ as an ongoing enterprise, related 

conceptualisation of learning also emphasises a processual understanding of 

learning, i.e., learning as processes in contrast to learning as a product or 
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outcome (Hager and Hodkinson, 2009). Some of the key characteristics of this 

perspective are:  

 “Learning is a social and embodied (practical, physical and emotional as 

well as cognitive) process.” 

 “When a learner constructs or reconstructs knowledge or skills, they are 

also reconstructing themselves... people are becoming through learning 

and learn through becoming.” 

 “The metaphor of becoming ... entails a sense that learning is never 

complete.” (Hager and Hodkinson, 2009, p.633) 

Relatedly, the curriculum can also no longer be understood as a fixed body of 

knowledge that needs to be transferred to the students, as the study findings 

suggest. Students gave examples of how the HAD curriculum changed based 

on their needs:  

Nicole: “Well, we were supposed to watch and analyse classical ballet 

performances, but some of us were finding it hard to connect with them. So, 

you let us explore other dance styles and performances instead. It was nice 

because we felt like our opinions mattered.”  

Understanding of curriculum as a process, has implications for how teachers 

teach, and suggests embracing the notion of ‘emergent curricula’ (McCombs 

and Vakili, 2005), signalling that a curriculum should not be rigidly defined but 

based on student needs and/or developmental considerations. It should serve 

as a narrative map of where the student should go, and this map should be 

inclusive and reflective of different potential pathways between the beginning 

and end of the journey (North, 2007).  

This perspective, thus, entails recognising the complexity of a child’s OL 

landscape and moving beyond the availability of quality resources (Arnott and 

Yelland, 2020). Building on these ideas allows me to reframe learning not only 

as what Bruner (1996) calls ‘learning about’, but as a process that finds 
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resonance with and enables ‘learning to be’ (Roth, 2010; Thomas and Brown, 

2007). To this end, the OLY framework suggests a different conceptualisation 

of the ontology of knowing.  

5.1.7 The Relationship between Ontology and Epistemology in the OLY 

Framework    

As a further theoretical outcome, I draw attention to the need to conceptualise 

the ontology of knowing without maintaining the dualistic perspective that 

separates the two, acknowledging that the presumption of a sharp divide 

between being and knowing needs to be bridged. I argue that there is a strong 

correspondence between knowing and being in persons - the knowledge-like 

beings who are not reducible to their constituent parts (Lowney, 2013) - and 

where the whole is more than the sum of its parts. To this end, I propose the 

use of a conceptual tool of the onto-epistemology, whereby being and knowing 

are not seen as separate phenomena but emergent through the same “intra-

action”, i.e., “the mutual constitution of entangled agencies” (Barad, 2007, p. 

33). I base this assumption on physicist Karen Barad’s (2007) onto-

epistemological stance. Barad points to the Cartesian origin of the analytical 

separation of epistemology and ontology and stresses the analytical 

inseparability of the two: 

The separation of epistemology from ontology is a reverberation of a 

metaphysics that assumes an inherent difference between human and 

nonhuman, subject and object, mind and body, matter and discourse. 

Onto-epistem-ology [emphasis in original] - the study of practices of 

knowing in being – is probably a better way to think about the kind of 

understandings that are needed to come to terms with how specific intra-

actions matter. (Barad, 2003, p. 829) 

Relatedly, in Dewey’s theory of knowing (1916a), knowledge is connected with 

action and experience because of the indispensable role of ‘action’ in the 

process that results in knowledge. Additionally, the ‘intervention’/the action 

through which we appropriate, is also the one through which we give ourselves 
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to being. This philosophical idea suggests interconnectedness, i.e., that our 

interactions with the world are influencing both what we take from the world and 

what we contribute back to it, ultimately shaping our own existence. 

These counts call to also consider Polanyi’s (1958; 1966; 1969) notion of self 

and reality, tied to his concept of tacit knowledge and meaning. Michael 

Polanyi, a well-known philosopher, sociologist, and scientist, similarly argues 

that humans engaged in personal knowing are in closely related ways both 

discovering and creating reality/meaning and themselves/who they are, their 

identity (Gulick, 1986). Polanyi’s central thesis is that “the organism’s placing of 

itself in its environment prefigures the process by which we both shape and are 

shaped by our world” (Greene, 1969, p. xi). Thus, one could say that 

epistemology and ontology fit together isomorphically like a hand into a glove. 

However, the glove metaphor is not fully adequate to demonstrate human 

involvement in reality, for not only do we dwell in reality, but we also indwell it 

(Polanyi, 1969). That is, as Polanyi has convincingly argued, we internalise 

what we learn and rely upon it in seeking further comprehension of ourselves 

and our world. 

To recap, the presented argument proposes a theory of knowing rooted in the 

onto-epistemological position of individuals, and in the flow of experience within 

their sociocultural histories. Like the notion of identity, the understanding of the 

meaning and knowing concepts needs to be kept broad enough to cover both: 

the reality involved, and the being of a comprehensive entity - human. This 

further means that to know, i.e., to have an awareness of the existence of 

something such as self, “is to be an object for subsidiary awareness and, 

ontologically speaking, it is to be a subsidiary component of a comprehensive 

entity” (Stines, 1984, p. 16). Being an awareness of the existence of something, 

and having an awareness of the existence of something, may be seen as the 

full experience of knowing (Gulick, 1986). This dual process of simultaneously 

discovering and creating reality and meaning as well as our own identity 

(Gulick, 1986), is foundational to understanding how individuals evolve through 

personal and educational experiences, and it is reflected in the concept of the 

‘journey of becoming’ at the centre of the OLY framework.  
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In light of this, it is vital for educators to perceive transformation – the journey of 

becoming – as integral to the OL experience. Online pedagogy, therefore, acts 

as a catalyst for this transformative journey. My study reveals that students 

view their learning as a transformative experience. Recognising learning as 

personal growth and self-concept formation is the first step for educators to 

address the ‘whole-child developmental needs’ and create optimal learning 

environments. 

As previously discussed, this perspective also highlights the educator’s role as 

a co-partner in the student’s transformation (Simpson, 2001), emphasising the 

need for education to foster the development of multilevel awareness in 

students (Neville, 1999) and self-knowledge, placing the development of the 

child’s consciousness at its core (Luvmour, 2001). What is being advocated is 

the cultivation of consciousness and habits of mind that extend beyond the 

mental capacities as changes in consciousness, evidenced through shifts in 

perception, influence on behaviour, identity construction, ego development, 

relationships, knowledge formation, and emotional connections (Kegan, 2018). 

Addressing these issues requires a holistic, ecological approach to OL and a 

broader understanding of ‘how we know’ where being and knowing are not 

seen as separate phenomena, as captured in the concept of onto-epistemology 

promoted by the OLY framework.  

Theoretically, this integrative perspective of learning as proposed by the OLY 

framework enriches the philosophical grounds of knowing by transcending 

dualist thinking to achieve an organic understanding of the ontology of knowing, 

rather than the binary logic prevalent in discussions of learning.  

5.2 Significance of the Study  

The contribution of the study is theoretical, practical, and methodological. It 

makes a contribution to the growing literature on OL in several ways. It adds to 

existing knowledge and literature of OL in K-12 by using qualitative research to 

examine the phenomena whose value has been emphasised (Blackmon and 

Major, 2012). It also serves the purpose of introducing potential researchers to 
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a CGT approach for carrying out research in their field, and the study provided 

an example of the use of pre-existing theory to advance a CGT empirical study. 

While I departed from the foundations of GT as a purely inductive process, I 

found that using GT methods with a reference to existing theories provided a 

concentrated investigation of the participants’ experiences, as well as allowed 

for more abstract themes to develop. This study thus makes a contribution to 

the GT literature.  

Considering that OL was proven to be relevant not just in the time of the Covid-

pandemic, but also prior to and in the post-pandemic context for K-12 

education, the study contributes to understanding of OL and its potential, as 

reported by the students. It informs school leaders, educators, policy makers, 

course designers, and researchers of OL as a complex, evolving, non-linear 

process, emergent, and defined by the needs of learners – an ecology, 

involving different stakeholders and factors. Further, the study provides an 

example and understanding of students engaged in an online course. 

Unpacking students’ experiences could in turn benefit the field of K-12 

education in a number of important ways. Data about student experiences can 

help institutions and teachers design and deliver better courses, which could 

help enhance student outcomes, satisfaction with OL, and improve their 

learning in these courses. 

This research, therefore, potentially targets K-12 school teachers and trainee 

teachers, teachers of dance history in K-12 grades, school leaders, education 

policymakers, teacher educators, designers of online courses, and the relevant 

audience from the technology industry that looks into the user experiences.  

Next, this study provides an example of an online course design and delivery, 

and builds on the literature of underlying pedagogic and pragmatic assumptions 

with regards to OL. It is hoped that depicting the development of the pilot online 

course will provide directions to those who are looking for guidance before 

embracing online instruction as a valuable learning model in schools. 

Consequently, this resulted in my research having a practical significance for 
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educators and designers, in elaborating an online dance history course design 

that could be applied to similar settings in the future.  

In addition to this more general application, the findings have significance at the 

institutional level in terms of providing “Vezica” school with a roadmap for 

adding this online HAD course onto the curriculum, whilst developing further the 

TEL provision that can permeate learning culture throughout the school. 

One final contribution of this thesis is theoretical – OLY is a theory-based and 

data-driven conceptual framework that should be viewed as an instrument for 

understanding, organising, inquiring, and creating argument about and for OL. It 

is argued that, by understanding the why (ontology) of OL experience as the 

starting point of an analysis of what of OL experience (content) and how 

(processes used when teaching-learning online), educators can begin to 

holistically support TEL in schools.  

There are several reasons why OLY is an example of a holistic approach to 

learning. In this context, a holistic approach to conceptualising OL entails 

considering all dimensions within the OLY framework together. It involves 

acknowledging the complex interplay of individual and organisational impacts, 

pedagogical, technological, social, and support-related factors, among others, 

with equal importance, whilst placing a strong emphasis on a sense of 

community and collaboration.  

Moreover, as a holistic framework, it addresses how sustainable OL can be 

achieved – by creating OL experiences that are reliable yet flexible and 

adaptable. Building on the principles of holistic OL, the OLY framework, views 

OL as an ecology rather than a hierarchical structure. This perspective 

emphasises the interconnectedness of various dimensions within the learning 

environment, ensuring that each aspect - from technological tools to social 

interactions - contributes equally to the overall educational experience. In the 

OLY framework, no single dimension is prioritised over others; instead, they all 

function together synergistically to create a rich, balanced learning ecosystem. 

This approach aligns with the broader view of OL as an integrated system 
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where diverse elements work in harmony, reflecting the ecological model that 

promotes interdependence, holistic growth, and the cultivation of 

consciousness and habits of mind that extend beyond the cognitive capacities. 

Additionally, grounding young students’ OL in a holistic perspective involves 

understanding the needs and experiences of the learners themselves taking 

into account the student’s personal strengths, interests, socio-emotional 

development, and agency. This involves creating an atmosphere of respect, 

trust and inclusion that allows children to feel comfortable and empowered. 

Further, from an educational point of view, taking a holistic approach relates to 

extending learning beyond academic performance to encompass various 

dimensions of a student’s development, such as social, emotional, and physical 

aspects, as well as self-knowledge. The holistic OLY framework ensures that 

student development, learning motivation, need for exploration, discovery, 

creativity and achievements are addressed and accounted for. 

Another part of what makes up holistic education is the idea that students’ 

growth is improved when multiple subjects are addressed together. The OLY 

framework recognises the benefits of creating integrated programmes where 

teachers from different disciplines come together to teach so that issues are 

addressed from multiple perspectives. 

A holistic perspective of OLY also acknowledges that learning occurs within a 

broader context, including the student’s family, community and cultural 

background. Consequently, it considers the impact of these contextual factors 

on the student’s learning, ensuring culturally responsive and inclusive OL 

experiences. 

The OLY framework accounts for inputs into the learning process, such as 

resources and technologies, as well as outcomes like learner self-awareness, 

satisfaction and achievement, and the learning process itself, which includes 

engagement, interaction, and feedback. By considering all these components, 

the OLY framework ensures that OL environments are sustainable and capable 

of evolving to meet diverse learner needs over time. Finally, it is widely 
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accepted in the field of education that theory should guide pedagogy to ensure 

meaningful learning. The OLY framework ensures the connection between 

learning theories, course design and delivery, technology use, and outcomes, 

strengthening holistically the effectiveness of OL for youth.  

Theoretically, the OLY framework also suggests an integrative perspective of 

learning that enriches the philosophical grounds of knowing. It does so by 

transcending dualist thinking to achieve an organic understanding of the 

ontology of knowing, where being and knowing are not seen as separate 

phenomena but emergent through the same intra-action. The last contribution 

of my thesis is to suggest the questions that future research might investigate.  

5.3 Ensuring Research Quality and Validity  

There are different guidelines for judging qualitative research and these criteria 

remain unsettled (Charmaz and Thornberg, 2020; Corbin and Strauss, 2014; 

Foley and Timonen, 2015). Moreover, GT has its own set of criteria for 

evaluating research quality due to its unique features (Berthelsen, Grimshaw-

Aagaard, and Hansen, 2018; Charmaz and Thornberg, 2020; Chiovitti and 

Piran, 2003; Elliott and Lazenbatt, 2005). Within a constructivist GT, Charmaz 

(2006, 2014) proposes four main criteria for grounded theory studies: 1. 

Credibility; 2. Originality; 3. Resonance; 4. Usefulness. 

Credibility 

Having sufficient relevant data for asking incisive questions about the data, 

making systematic comparisons throughout the research process, and 

developing a thorough analysis, ensures credibility (Charmaz, 2017).  

Credibility also presumes a researcher’s strong reflexivity throughout the 

investigation. Further, the researchers must explicate their assumptions which 

require gaining ‘methodological self-consciousness’ of how hidden beliefs can 

enter the research process (Charmaz, 2017).  

As the researcher, I am acutely aware of the potential influence of my 

background, beliefs, and experiences on this study. My background as an 
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educator experienced in delivering lessons online, and my personal interest in 

constructivist theories in education naturally predisposed me to certain 

perspectives. Recognising the significance of reflexivity, I approached this 

research with a critical self-awareness. Throughout the study, I actively 

considered how my own beliefs might impact my interactions with participants 

and the interpretation of their responses. I also recognised the potential for 

confirmation bias, where I might inadvertently seek out or emphasise data that 

aligned with my pre-existing views.  

To mitigate these influences, I consistently engaged in self-reflection and 

sought to bracket my own beliefs and assumptions during data collection and 

analysis. Moreover, I maintained open communication with colleagues who 

provided valuable peer debriefing sessions, enabling an external perspective to 

help uncover and address any potential biases that may have emerged during 

the research process. This ongoing reflexivity and commitment to minimising 

personal biases played a crucial role in ensuring the trustworthiness of the 

study’s findings. 

Credibility checks were also held at several stages of the data analysis. I 

developed intimate familiarity with the context and focus of the study, and 

established a strong and transparent connection with study participants. I 

actively listened, encouraged open and honest responses during the interviews, 

and at the end of every interview, participants were asked whether they wanted 

to add further information that had not been addressed in the interview. After 

the data were collected, I explicated how I engaged in procedures of analysis. It 

required substantial efforts to work with the data, however, I was transparent 

about the entire process and I acknowledged the influence of my perspective 

and background. I worked in a systematic manner to form conclusions and 

interpretations (Stiles, 1993) and attempted to stay open to any information 

coming from the narratives throughout the entire process. The ultimate themes 

were formed by asking critical questions regarding codes and categories. 
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Originality and Resonance 

Originality can take varied forms such as offering new insights, providing a 

fresh conceptualisation of a recognised problem, whilst resonance 

demonstrates that the researcher has constructed concepts that not only 

represent their research participants’ experiences but also provide insight to 

others (Charmaz and Thornberg, 2020). The originality was achieved as the 

study has developed new insights about OL for youth and addressed the gap in 

the literature - the lack of a conceptual framework in K-12 education. Further, 

this study has satisfied the resonance element in that the findings depict the 

lived experiences of participants, and I ensured that the findings made sense to 

the participants themselves (Charmaz, 2006; Priya, 2013). 

Usefulness 

The usefulness criterion includes forming a foundation for policy and practice 

applications, contributing to creating new lines of research, and revealing 

pervasive processes and practices (Charmaz and Thornberg, 2020). Since OL 

is possibly on its way to becoming an ongoing experience across all phases of 

schooling, the study provides useful insights to educators in K-12 online 

teaching and learning environments, policymakers, and course designers, and 

thus, the discipline advances. 

5.4 Limitations of the Study   

While this study achieved its objectives, it also has limitations. This study was 

limited to students’ experiences in a public school in Croatia. Another limitation 

was the low number of participants and short period that was examined; 

therefore, a limited generalisability of study findings presents a possible 

weakness. Further, differences between girls and boys engaged in OL were not 

studied, although perceptions of OL could be significantly different for either 

boys or girls. Therefore, studies with other samples addressing gender 

differences are needed to strengthen the generalisability of the results. 
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Of relevance is also the fact that the interview is “a power-invested social event” 

(Cousin, 2009, p.189). Nevertheless, I ensured that interviews with students 

were “dialogic and reflective discourse” (Cousin, 2009, p.189) and that my 

background and beliefs were explicit in the thesis. Additionally, when studying 

the interview extracts, as a teacher-researcher I was also in a learning situation, 

and my analysis has not brought to light universal experience or absolute truth 

about dimensions of OL; rather, they are my “interpretations of others’ 

interpretations" (Johansson et al., 1985, p.249). Thus, another aspect of the 

validity of my analyses that could be raised is whether another researcher 

would suggest the same dimensions after having worked with the same 

material. Nevertheless, in order to make the results trustworthy, the created 

categories are supported by excerpts from the transcripts. A critical and honest 

exposure of quotes from the interviews demonstrates the plausibility of the 

synthesis of the existing evidence. To further achieve rigour in the analysis of 

my findings, I approached the analysis of transcripts with openness to learning 

about the students’ experiences by being attentive to the meanings and actions 

suggested by these data, discerning explicit and implicit processes in the data, 

yet acknowledging multiple realities, seeking diverse perspectives, and 

engaging in critical analysis throughout the research process. At the same time, 

I was making transparent what I learned by conducting research thoroughly and 

systematically (Charmaz and Thornberg, 2020). Further, I ensured “the 

maximum exercise of empathic understanding” (Ashworth and Lucas, 2000, 

p.300), taking great care when creating categories to make sure they reflect the 

voices of the interviewees. 

It is important to emphasise, however, that the results of the present study are 

based on data collected at a single point in time and are not longitudinal 

experimental data. As such, I cannot suggest causal interpretations of OLY 

elements, i.e., any links between dimensions should be interpreted as 

correlation rather than causation. Another limitation was that this study was 

concluded before the end of the COVID-19 pandemic, so OL experience and 

processes were studied in times of crisis and that was not addressed. With the 

pandemic being a stage of massive turbulence in education and society in 
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general, it is a relevant component to consider in future research. The study is 

further constrained by representing a single online course platform (Moodle-like 

LMS - Loomen) and a course run by a single guest teacher, myself. 

5.5 Limitations of the OLY Framework  

Educators and researchers should be cautious regarding the adoption of OLY, 

as it comes with certain limitations. The question is whether the framework and 

its concepts present a reasonable theory for scholars and practitioners studying 

the phenomenon across different disciplines. Consequently, OLY should be re-

evaluated and tailored within a specific learning domain. Further, since the OLY 

framework is partially based on analysis of published literature and qualitative 

data from upper primary students (13 and 14 years), I appreciate the need to 

validate the framework further. To this aim, the OLY framework has yet to be 

presented at a number of OL/TEL-focused conferences, workshops and/or 

events. Feedback from both practitioners and academics is necessary, 

including comments such as whether OLY provides clarity and a useful way of 

organising thoughts, for example. 

Although a considerable effort was made to review a wide range of existing 

literature, I do not claim the OLY framework to be ‘static’, ‘finished’ and/or 

‘exhaustive’. I appreciate a need, over time, to evaluate and systematically 

adapt OLY dimensions, i.e., to highlight new factors and/or propose changes. If 

teachers, for example, can reflect on their uses of OL in terms of their teaching, 

students’ learning, and their curriculum context, then their engagement with the 

OL environment can be seen as a learning process. Subsequently, they can 

seek to identify areas to question, plan, organise, and hopefully respond to 

emerging circumstances when using OLY. Regularly performed re-evaluation of 

each OLY domain, as a result of responding to changes in education 

technology, infrastructure, government policy, etc., will help stakeholders 

understand what are the needed updates for the framework.  

One noteworthy limitation of the OLY is its contextual specificity. The HAD 

course, which served as the foundation for students to share their experiences 
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and views on online learning, was an online course in dance history. While it 

offered valuable insights into OL, it may not be entirely representative of the 

broader OL landscape encompassing diverse subjects and disciplines. 

Moreover, it is crucial to recognise that my research involved an insider study 

approach with my active participation in the students’ learning journey. This 

insider perspective may introduce a potential limitation in the framework by way 

of potential researcher bias.  

Further, I argued that the different dimensions of OL are dependent on each 

other, interlinked rather than discrete and disconnected. However, to describe 

the whole framework as an interconnected ecological network fails to recognise 

that there is a dominant direction of influence from the teacher to student 

experience and from course content and design to the perceived benefits and 

learning outcomes. That being said, I appreciate a need over time to describe 

these mechanisms more precisely, and by describing them, create a refined 

framework that provides further clarity for academic and professional 

practitioners, course designers, and policy-makers, about which mechanisms 

need to be activated, to what degree, and according to which hierarchy of 

importance. Thereupon, I suggest the development of a practical questionnaire 

to support the evaluation of the OLY framework to help stakeholders explore 

how factors are contextually relevant. I suggest that, over a range of studies, 

multiple statements should be developed and tested for each factor, to ensure 

that only statements that effectively represent each dimension are used in the 

final practical questionnaire supporting the identification of issues about OL and 

pointers and guidance for OL. Importantly, however, the framework highlights 

that there are numerous avenues for improving student OL experiences and 

that the responsibility for this lies with all parties: the student, teacher, 

institution, and the government. 

5.6 What next? Further Work   

Considering the small number of participants (15) and lack of diversity in terms 

of male/female participants (14 females and 1 male), I suggest future research 

to increase sample size and address the lack of gender diversity. Furthermore, 
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the validity and reliability of the framework would improve if different schools in 

Croatia and beyond, and students from a variety of backgrounds, cultures, and 

countries were interviewed too. It is also not clear whether student perceptions 

of OL would be different at lower-level classes of primary education or in 

secondary schools; therefore, this work should be extended to include students 

across different levels of K-12. Likewise, it would be interesting to explore OL 

from the students’ perspectives using a different VLE. Finally, quantitatively 

collected data could be added and triangulated with the qualitative data that 

were collected in this research so as to reach an even more comprehensive 

understanding of OL, its merits and challenges.  

Since the examined period was quite short, it is to explore whether perhaps 

student perceptions would be different if the study was conducted, for example, 

after a year of student participation in the HAD course. Such exploration was 

unfortunately not feasible, given the requirements of this programme and 

thesis, and considering that the study was planned for uncovering 

characteristics of OL before a school-wide implementation of a new learning 

model. As technology advances at a fast pace, a longitudinal study could help 

researchers monitor students’ attitude changes over a longer period of time. 

Future study may also look more specifically at mobile OL as another 

dimension of OLY.  

This study was based on students’ perceptions; however, different groups of OL 

stakeholders (e.g., teachers and administrators) could enrich the research with 

different points of view, and provide their understanding of the issues facing OL 

success. Further, there is the importance of the discipline to be considered too - 

even though the concept of effective OL may be deemed applicable to most 

disciplines, different disciplines may require different approaches to learning 

online.  

5.7 Conclusion  

The world has witnessed a significant surge in OL since the onset of COVID-19. 

Nevertheless, even prior to the pandemic an increasing number of educational 
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institutions were providing online, distance, and hybrid education programmes, 

with OL adoption rapidly expanding across all levels of education (Barbour, 

2013; Barbour and Harrison, 2016; US Department of Education, 2017). Then, 

over the course of the pandemic, OL provided an invaluable service by enabling 

continued learning, proving that technology is critical to the future of education 

as Ron Packard (2013) - one of the leading experts in customised OL - was 

correctly arguing.  

Undoubtedly, the digital is increasingly occupying relevant space among all 

people including children and the academic environment. For this reason, 

educators and scholars agree that technologies will more and more act as tools 

that enable the acquisition of core competencies for learning and lifelong 

learning, and be used as mediators of students’ learning experiences 

(European Communities, 2006). The governmental policy in Croatia concerning 

TEL aligns with those arguments, advocating for the utilisation of ICTs to 

benefit students at all education levels and across various subjects. However, 

regrettably, this policy has not been effectively implemented in practice and has 

been overlooked in the Croatian public dance schools’ curricula.  

In my attempt to address the governmental guidelines for TEL by implementing 

an online course for History and Appreciation of Dance (HAD) for upper primary 

(13 and 14 years old) students, I looked for a blueprint that would inform the 

design decisions and integration of OL in a Croatian dance school. 

Nevertheless, I identified a research gap - an extensive number of 

frameworks/models and theories describe OL in HE and assess its 

implementation and success; however, few of these address the OL experience 

in an integrated fashion, and none of them offers conceptual and pragmatic 

guidance on how to understand, design, implement and evaluate OL for K-12 

students. 

That being said, building on previous research, I designed and delivered a pilot 

HAD course to explore upper primary students’ OL experiences and practices. I 

investigated students’ OL experiences using qualitative methods for an in-depth 

analysis of their narratives – semi-structured, intensive interviews. The results 
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identified the characteristics of the OL model, the meanings students ascribed 

to OL, and confirmed a plethora of factors influencing students’ experiences, 

satisfactions with, and successes in learning online. Upon illuminating OL 

characteristics in the empirical study, my ultimate objective was to create a 

holistic conceptual framework of OL for youth to serve both theory and practice 

in the field, and hopefully become a guide to decision-making when creating, 

delivering and evaluating OL courses in schools. This was done, as mentioned 

previously, by building on pre-existing OL models/frameworks, and theories of 

learning and developmental stages of children, summarised in the provisional 

conceptual framework. The provisional conceptual framework together with the 

empirical study data - the subjective framework - informed and guided the 

development of the OLY. A key strength of envisioning OL in this way is that it 

acknowledges the lived reality of the individual, while not reducing OL to solely 

student views. 

With its holistic focus, a plethora of factors, and having a whole-child 

development at its centre, the framework zooms in on the OL of upper primary 

students, and OL constituents. This study, thus, achieved its objectives, and the 

resulting holistic framework is hoped to serve two purposes: firstly, as a 

determinant framework that seeks to conceptualise, describe, and help 

understand the multiple influences on OL in upper primary education; and 

secondly, as an evaluation framework it is hoped to help clarify the context, 

setting, and implementation aspects to be addressed when designing an OL 

course or when examining OL implementation success or lack thereof. That 

being said, with the aim of a) advancing the learning sciences, and b) 

suggesting actionable, tailored online course design following OLY, the study 

findings have a dual function: about OL, as well as providing pointers and 

guidance for OL to designers, teachers, policy-makers, and researchers. In that 

sense, the outcomes of this research have served both theory and practice in 

the field, addressing the gap in the existing knowledge. 

Focusing on the whole-child education and OL as a journey of becoming, OLY 

capitalises on the richness and complexity of the experience of being human 

and human learning. It consists of 12 major clusters of factors affecting OL and 
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illuminating its characteristics. These 12 dimensions are broken down into sub-

dimensions which, together with the core dimensions, provide a blueprint for 

understanding the OL experience more generally. Arguably, all dimensions 

should be considered in concert when aiming for a holistic OL experience and 

ways of teaching and learning pertaining to educating the whole child in a 

process of becoming a person in contemporary times.  

The framework, however, does not claim to depict all possible influences on OL 

experience or their relationships. Rather, it disaggregates and organises the 

central factors and characteristics of the learning model being studied.  

The study recognises the teacher as a critical actor in OL. Importantly, the 

teacher’s presence and desirable personal, human characteristics, proved to be 

the most critical part of the teacher’s role and students’ positive OL 

experiences. Together with the opportunities for appropriate interactions, the 

teacher plays an instrumental role in counterbalancing the potential of OL to 

cause personal and social isolation and alienation. Accordingly, it is highlighted 

that the human element cannot be left out of technology-supported learning 

communities. Thus, to ensure successful learners, all students must experience 

quality content, processes, and relationships. Beyond that, it must be 

recognised that, aside from the people involved, one of the biggest factors to 

the success of OL is the established context of safety, care, and support for 

students and learning. Finally, it is to be noted that this paradigm must value 

and respond to diverse learners and OL contexts anytime, anywhere to meet 

students’ different learning approaches and abilities. Such ‘just enough, just-in-

time, just-for-me’ nature of OL activities, serves to create a personalised, 

tailored learning journey.  

The data analysis further showed that students appreciate online instruction 

that draws on individual and social aspects of learning in supporting and 

fostering their learning processes and activities. Students reported that they 

appreciate both aspects of the learning configuration, and believe the two need 

to be carefully balanced in any online course. Next, technology was recognised 

as helpful in ensuring the role of students as co-creators and contributors, 
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enabling them to take control of their own learning process and self-organise 

their learning. Observed was how the sense of control students had in studying 

at their own convenience, pace, and place, and having variety and a choice in 

resources, tasks and assessment modes, appeared to impact positively on their 

enjoyment of and persistence in OL. Thus, from the students’ perspectives, OL 

wishes to promote students’ independence, personal control, and freedom of 

choice, re-iterating the importance of the Pedagogy dimension of OLY and the 

instructional strategies employed to achieve such ends. In that respect, the 

principles from learning theories and developmental influences on learning, 

identified as the Mosaic of theories on learning, should be applied as part of the 

educating the whole child paradigm.  

On a final note, I reiterate the potential of a new framing of OL for youth, where 

technology, stakeholders, and practices are in service to learners on their 

journey of becoming - as transformation, expanding consciousness, and 

personal change. This understanding enables a student to experience 

multidirectional transformations in the learning process, such as enhanced self-

awareness and new dimensions of connectedness with self, others and the 

world.  In this more expansive, holistic, ‘onto-epistemological’ perspective of 

students’ educational experiences, taking into account who and what students 

are becoming is required (Bowden, Tickle and Naumann, 2021).  

Turkle has pointed out that, “on the Internet, we are encouraged to think of 

ourselves as fluid, emergent, decentralised, multiplicious, flexible, and forever 

in process” (1995, p. 263). The notion of learning as a life-long process of 

becoming, ‘forever in process’, thus, assumes that every human being is a 

learner in her/his everyday existence, including online. In other words, we are 

learning by virtue of the way we navigate our everyday lives. To this end, the 

OLY framework suggests a different conceptualisation of the ontology of 

knowing - reframing learning as ‘becoming’, and a metaphor for learning to 

emphasise: 

a) learning ‘to be’ rather than only ‘learning about’; 
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b) the acquisition of and multitude of identities (acknowledging that children 

have evolving multiple identities); and 

c) that ‘learning as becoming’ is never complete - one never ‘becomes’, 

signalling the infinitude of identity, i.e., that the identity of someone lies in the 

flux, fluidity, and movement itself.  

Theoretically, this integrative perspective enriches the philosophical grounds of 

learning by transcending dualist thinking: by seeing being and knowing not as 

entirely separate phenomena; i.e., by proposing achieving an organic 

understanding of the ontology of knowing, rather than the binary logic prevalent 

in discussions of learning. Thus, rather than focusing on what we become 

through experience and knowledge construction resulting in shifts in identity, 

the focus lies in how we are becoming in experience and the search for 

meaning.  

In conclusion, from a holistic, educating the whole child, learner-centred 

perspective, OL can bring the promise of providing the tools and capacity to 

expand and transform notions of learning and schooling. Viewed from this 

perspective, a teacher’s goal is to identify the whole child education and 

development and learning-as-journey-of-becoming as inseparable parts of the 

journey of skills, attitudes, behaviours, knowledge and self-acquisition. It is 

argued that, by understanding the why (ontology) of the OL experiences as the 

starting point of our analysis of the what of an OL experience (content), and 

how (the processes we use when learning online), we can holistically support 

OL in schools for successful student learning and overall development. 
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Appendix One  

Participant Information Sheet  

Dear Students and Parents,  

I am a PhD candidate at Lancaster University and a lecturer in dance studies in 

the UK higher education institution. I would like to invite you to take part in a 

pilot online course in History and Appreciation of Dance (HAD), before a 

school-wide implementation of online HAD course, and I would like to 

investigate your experience of online learning. Please take time to read the 

following information carefully before you decide whether or not you wish to 

take part in the study. I would appreciate if both student and one parent sign a 

consent form associated with this information sheet. Thank you.  

What is the study about? 

My research objective is to gain an understanding of primary students’ views 

and experiences of OL characteristics and practices. This includes illuminating 

student-identified factors influencing how they learn online. My study thus 

proposes the development of a segment/section of the online HAD course in a 

ballet school which you attend, and my aim is to explore your, fourth-grade 

student’s attitudes towards this learning model before a school-wide 

implementation of the online HAD course. My final objective is to create a 

holistic conceptual framework of online learning for primary education to serve 

as a guide to decision-making when creating, delivering and evaluating OL. 

Why have I been invited? 

I have approached you because you are in the fourth, final year of your primary 

ballet school, and the future online HAD course is planned to be delivered in the 

final year of the programme. Also, now is the time to learn about dance history, 

learn about and evaluate dance works from various stylistic periods, and raise 

your awareness of dance culture and dance events in a wider social 

community; that will amongst other things, help you acquire a more 



 

363 

comprehensive understanding of dance art and help you appreciate the 

importance of preserving dance heritage. Finally, you could help me understand 

OL, its advantages and disadvantages, and factors that enable and inhibit 

effective OL. I would be very grateful if you would agree to take part in this 

study. 

What will I be asked to do if I take part? 

If you decided to take part, this would involve the following:  

1)You will be asked to complete a pre-course self-assessment of computer 

skills survey in the first meeting in September 2020. The purpose of this 

exercise is to determine the skills, knowledge and attitudes that will have to be 

covered in the pre-course-training for the participants and identify the gaps in 

knowledge that have to be addressed. The aim is to gather information about 

your prior experiences with ICT and different forms of TEL in a broad sense. 

Findings will be used in the development of pre-course-training content. 

2)Pre-course training - Introduction to the course. You will be asked to take part 

in two 60 minutes long introductory sessions in September 2020 (prior to taking 

the pilot HAD course) that will cover the basic principles of online learning. 

These sessions will be delivered by myself and with a help of school’s IT 

teacher. Two classes should provide a common grounding for all the 

participants, thus, making sure that you all have the necessary knowledge and 

skills to follow the online HAD course.  

3)You will be required to take part in the pilot 6 week-long online HAD course 

that will start in November and requires maximum of one hour of study per 

week (60 minutes; that includes completing a lesson, checking appropriate 

online platform for information on course, submit all assignments, and offline 

activities such as reading, for example). Completing this course online will give 

you an opportunity for flexible study which means that you can vary how long it 

takes to complete a weekly Unit and its Study Tasks. It also means you can 

spend more or less time studying each week and that you can choose when to 
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study next to your other commitments. However, participating in the course 

should not take you more than one hour of study per week. 

4)In the end of the course, I will ask you to attend a 45-to-60-minute interview 

with me, to explore how you feel about OL and its characteristics, to get a better 

understanding of your needs as online learners and understand the perceived 

benefits and challenges of this learning model. Interview will be via 

Skype/Facetime.  

What are the possible benefits from taking part? 

By taking part in this study, your insights will contribute to our understanding of 

OL for early learners, its benefits and challenges and what enables and/or 

inhibits effective OL. It is also hoped that including a study of dance history and 

critical analysis of the art form will add at present missing perspective on 

dance’s past, present, and future, concurrently improving your learning 

outcomes. This will also provide you with the opportunities for acquiring a wider 

understanding of discipline-specific knowledge, as well as competences beyond 

subject content (such as digital skills, and time-management, for example), and 

learning that should be valuable to you both at this moment and in your future.  

Do I have to take part?  

No. It’s completely up to you to decide whether or not you take part. Your 

participation is voluntary. If you decide not to take part in this study, this will not 

affect your studies and the way you are assessed on your ballet programme. 

What if I change my mind? 

If you change your mind, you are free to withdraw at any time before your 

participation in this study’s data collection, prior to interview. The data that are 

contributed in the interview will be anonymous and will be kept. If you want to 

withdraw prior to the interview, please let me know, and I will extract any ideas 

or information you contributed to the study and destroy them. However, it is 

difficult and often impossible to take out data from one specific participant when 
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this has already been anonymised or pooled together with other people’s data 

in analysis of findings. Therefore, you can only withdraw up to 5 weeks after 

taking part in the course and prior to taking part in the interview. 

What are the possible disadvantages and risks of taking part? 

While this project does not require a big-time investment on your part, it does 

need continued involvement over a 5-week period to allow for participation in 

the pilot online HAD course. I would be grateful if you can allow for this in your 

timetable. I envisage, however, that participation will mainly bring useful and 

positive experience and you will help the future of the course.  

Will my data be identifiable? 

After the interview, only I, the researcher conducting this study and my 

supervisor will have access to the information you share with me. We will keep 

all personal information about you (e.g., your name and other information about 

you that can identify you) confidential, that is, I will not share it with others. I will 

remove any personal or identifying information from the written record of your 

contribution, if there is any. 

How will we use the information you have shared with us and what will happen 

to the results of the research study? 

I will use the information you have shared with me only for research purposes 

only. This will include my PhD thesis and other publications- for example, 

journal articles. I may also present the results of my study at academic 

conferences. When writing up the findings from this study, I would like to 

reproduce some of the views and ideas you shared with me. I will only use 

anonymised quotes (e.g., from my interview with you), so that although I will 

use your exact words, you cannot be identified in publications.  

How my data will be stored? 

Your data will be stored in encrypted files (that is no-one other than me, the 

researcher will be able to access them) and on password-protected computers. 
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I will store hard copies of any data securely in locked cabinets in my office. I will 

keep data that can identify you separately from non-personal information (e.g., 

your views on a specific topic). In accordance with the University guidelines, I 

will keep the data securely for a minimum of ten years.  

What if I have a question or concern? 

If you have any queries or if you are unhappy with anything that happens 

concerning your participation in the study, please contact me at 

t.zubovic@lancaster.ac.uk or my supervisor Dr Natasa Lackovic, Educational 

Research, Director, CHERE (Center for Higher Education Research and 

Evaluation), Director, GNC ReOPeN (Graphic novels and comics network), 

Lancaster University, at n.lackovic@lancaster.ac.uk  

If you have any concerns or complaints that you wish to discuss with a person 

who is not directly involved in the research, you can also contact:  

Professor Paul Ashwin, Head of Department, Department of Educational 

Research, Lancaster University.  

Email: paul.ashwin@lancaster.ac.uk 

This study has been reviewed and approved by the Faculty of Arts and Social 

Sciences and Lancaster Management School’s Research Ethics Committee.  

Thank you for considering your participation in this project. 

Tina Zubovic 
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Appendix Two 

Consent form 

Project Title: Introducing Online Learning to Primary Students: Needs, Benefits 

and Challenges of Online Learning as Perceived by the Participants of the 

Online History and Appreciation of Dance Course  

Name of Researcher: Tina Zubovic     

Email: t.zubovic@lancaster.ac.uk 

Please tick each box:  

1. I confirm that I have read and understand the information sheet 

for the outlined study. I have had the opportunity to consider 

the information, ask questions and have had these answered 

satisfactorily.             

 

2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am 

free to withdraw at any time during my participation in this 

study and within 4 weeks after I took part in the study, without 

giving any reason. If I withdraw prior to having taken part in 

the pilot online History and Appreciation of Dance course, my 

data will be removed. If I took part in the interview and then 

withdraw, my data will remain part of the study. 

 

3. If I am participating in the interview, I understand that any 

information disclosed within the interview remains confidential 

to the researcher, and I will not discuss the interview with or in 

front of anyone who was not involved unless I have the 

relevant person’s express permission. 

 

4. I understand that any information given by me may be used in 

future reports, academic articles, publications or 

presentations by the researcher/s, but my personal 

information will not be included and all reasonable steps will 

be taken to protect the anonymity of the participants involved 

in this project.  
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5. I understand that my name will not appear in any reports, 

articles or presentation. 

 

6. I understand that interview will be audio-recorded and 

transcribed and that data will be protected on encrypted 

devices and kept secure. 

 

7. I understand that data will be kept according to University 

guidelines for a minimum of 10 years after the end of the 

study. 

 

8. I agree to take part in the study. 
 

_______________                            ________________ 

Name of Participant                         Name of one parent                          

Date                                        Signature 

I confirm that the participant was given an opportunity to ask questions about 

the study, and all the questions asked by the participant have been answered 

correctly and to the best of my ability. I confirm that the individual has not been 

coerced into giving consent, and the consent has been given freely and 

voluntarily.  

Signature of Researcher /person taking the 

consent__________________________   Date ___________     

One copy of this form will be given to the participant and the original kept in the 

files of the researcher at Lancaster University      
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Appendix Three 

Interview guide  

General OL questions 

• What general features do you think an ideal online course has to have? 

• What is your definition of a successful online course?  

Follow up: Using your definition, do you feel like HAD course was successful? 

Why/Why not? 

• What else do I need to know to understand what you feel is essential to 

prepare learners for OL and support online learners? 

• Tell me about what impacts your satisfaction when you learn online. Follow 

up: What can be done differently to improve your satisfaction with an online 

course? 

• Tell me about what determines your success as online learner.  

Follow up: When you learn online, what do you think impacts upon your 

learning outcomes and why?  

• Talk to me about a time when you were highly engaged/not engaged in your 

HAD course.  

• Tell me about what affects your ability to properly engage in an online course.  

• Tell me about your opinions related to OL during the course and after the 

course. Please explain. 

• Would you recommend this course to a fellow student? Why?  
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• Tell me were there any parts of the course that were challenging? What action 

were you able to take to rectify this? What actions can I take as a course 

designer and tutor? 

• Overall, how do you see the physical and temporal separation of tutor and 

student, and between students themselves in OL? 

• What are your perceptions on the synchronous aspects of the course and 

what are your perceptions of the asynchronous aspects of learning online? 

• Talk to me about your learning in HAD course. What were your preferences? 

Why? 

• What motivated you to learn about the topics during the course? Follow up: 

What helps you stay motivated to learn online?  

• What key experiences have you had that you would like to see repeated in 

other online courses?  

Follow up: What can be done differently to impact your experiences with OL 

positively? 

• What changes, if any, would you recommend to improve this course? Why? 

Factors/Inputs to OL 

• What do you think are the important factors or inputs/ingredients impacting 

upon the OL experiences?  

•What characteristics of the OL environment do you perceive as essential for 

you to join an online course? 

Course atmosphere 

• What are your perceptions of the course atmosphere? What it means to you? 

Student  
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• What kind of characteristics a student needs to have to be successful in 

learning online? Why?  

• What is your definition of a successful online learner? Follow up: From the 

experience, what did you learn about yourself as an online student? Follow up: 

Has becoming an online learner changed your learning? How? Why? 

• What aspects of your role as a student are particularly effective in leading to 

better learning or successfully reaching learning outcomes? 

• Tell me about your responsibility during the course? What do you think was 

expected of you in the course? Follow up: Did you do your part? Why? 

• As a student, what could you do to improve your OL? 

Support 

• Talk to me about support you need to learn online effectively. Follow up: How 

do you get the support you need? 

• Tell me about any aspects of learning online you think students may need 

assistance with?  

• Can you identify where/when during the course you especially needed 

support? Can you give me an example of an experience that illustrates this?  

Context 

• Tell me about your home/immediate surrounding when you are learning 

online, i.e., learning space, physical environment, family. 

• How does the broader context / surrounding / environment you live in and 

study in during an online course impacts your learning? 

• Talk to me about learning context you need to learn online effectively. 

Teacher 
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• Tell me about the teacher role in an online course. 

• How do you describe the teacher’s role in online learning?  

• In what ways do you feel teachers can make a difference? 

• Tell me about teacher-guided questions and teacher-moderating discussions. 

Follow up: What is your perception of these as a mechanism to learn?  

• How does the interaction you have with the teacher in the course impacts your 

learning? 

• What else do I need to know to understand what you feel is essential for a 

teacher to prepare learners for OL and support their learning during the course? 

Communication / Interaction / Collaboration 

• Tell me about your communication with other students. 

• Tell me about peer-to-peer interactions during the course. 

• How does the interaction you have with other students in the course impacts 

your learning? 

• Tell me about your interaction with the teacher in the course? What interaction 

with the teacher means to you in OL? 

• Talk to me about discussion forum on Loomen, please. What were the 

positives and what were the challenges? How did you meet them? 

• Talk to me about Viber, please. What were the positives and what were the 

challenges? How did you meet them? 

• Describe your collaboration with other students. 

Course content, design and delivery 

• Tell me about this course organisation.  
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• What did you like least about this course? What did you like most about this 

course?  

•  Tell me about the course content.  

• Can you single out the most relevant experiences from HAD course related to 

Course content? 

• Comment please on the language used in the course / its tone.  

• What resources have you found to be valuable when you learn online? 

• Please, tell me more about different class materials. Do you have any 

suggestions as to when and where these materials might have the most 

impact? Why is that? 

• What makes it easier or more difficult for you to understand and remember the 

topic when learning online? 

• Tell me about cross-curricular collaborations in OL. What they mean to you? 

• Tell me about the guest teacher. 

• Tell me about pair and group work. 

• Please, tell me about the videos in OL to deliver the course content. 

• Tell me about what motivates you to keep watching each video lecture until 

the end? 

• Comment please on the length of the course videos. 

• What resources have been of particular use to you? How and why?  

• Please, tell me about the textual representation of the course content.  

• Please, tell me about the audio resources. 



 

374 

•  Were there any identifiable moments in the course where this course delivery 

methods meet your needs?  Follow up: Could you give me an example of a 

particular experience that you felt to be especially memorable? Prompt: What 

do you feel it was about this experience that proved significant to you?  

•  In your opinion, what course design factors influence learning the most? 

• Comment please on the appearance and design of the course on screen. 

• Tell me about the online learning platform used: Loomen. Comment please on 

the graphics, layout, user-friendliness, navigation. 

• Tell me about working with specific directions and deadlines vs, with flexibility 

in completing assignments. 

• Can you single out the most relevant experiences from HAD course related to 

the course design and delivery? 

• What could I have done differently as a designer on the course, relating to 

course content, what relating to design, and what relating to the course 

delivery?  

Assessment  

• Tell me about assessment experiences through the studied HAD online 

course.  

• How do you perceive different assessment strategies in OL?  

• Tell me about self- and peer-assessment.  

• Tell me about choices in tasks and assessments. 

• Tell me about rubrics. 

• Tell me about the quizzes. What they mean to you? 
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• Tell me about essays, presentations, mind-maps and podcasts as methods to 

assess your knowledge, skills and understanding of concepts and topics 

covered in the course.  

Technology 

• Overall, how do you see the role of technology and the Internet in learning? 

Follow up: What kind of learning is facilitated by the use of technology and the 

Internet in the process of learning? 

• What are your preferences for specific ICT tools/media in OL?  

Planning 

• If you were an education planner, which actions do you think should be taken 

and what should be accounted for before the course begins? 

• If you were an education planner, which actions do you think should be taken 

and what should be accounted for during the course, and what you think should 

be done after the course? 

• Which conditions would need to be created so that you would participate in a 

course online rather than face-to-face format? 

Closing questions 

• Is there anything more you would like to add that would help me better 

understand your OL experiences at your upper primary school? 

• Is there anything more you would like to add that would help me better 

understand what influences your OL at your upper primary school? 

• Is there anything more you would like to add? 
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Appendix Four 

Key Dimensions and sub-dimensions of factors critical to students’ positive OL 

experiences as per empirical study findings  

Key Factors Sub-
Dimensions 

Properties 

Course content, 
design and delivery 

Content • content is well-organised, understandable, 
concise, interesting, and interactive  

• useful, diverse and relevant content  

• course includes an Introduction to the 
course session 

Design 

 

• well-structured course, organised into units 

• logical, understandable course navigation 

• clearly outlined expectations, clear learning 
goals, assessment modes and criteria 

• courses to follow a consistent structure 

• rubrics for assignments are provided 

• content presentation: 

- enjoyably presented content 

- multiple technologies and media are utilised 
for content provision and presentation 

- the main method of content presentation 
are self-done teacher’s videos that combine 
visual, audio and text, supplemented with 
external links and podcasts 

- supplementary video-related text is 
available  

- written guidelines for collaboration and 
communication are provided 

- scope-and-sequence handouts 
communicate what learners need to do and 
when they need to do it 
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Delivery 

• clear timelines and deadlines  

• direct and indirect instruction - guest 
teachers and peer-to-peer learning 

• course has diverse communication inputs 
and a range of effective communication 
channels 

Flexibility, variety, 
choice, and control 
in resources, tasks 
and assessments 

- Flexibility in time, place and pace of learning; flexibility in 
tasks and assessments; flexible scheduling 

- Variety in instructional methods, resources, tasks, and 
assessments  

- Having a choice  

- Having control of learning 

Support Initial and ongoing timely teacher support; Peer, family, and 
academic support; IT support and training; Continuing 
individual and group support 

Student Motivation and willingness to do what is necessary; focus; 
curiosity; technology competence; time management; self-
study skills, self-teaching skills, commitment, self-regulation; 
initiative and persistence; self-discipline; active participation in 
own learning; engagement and effort 

Technology Prior experience and confidence with technology 

Internet speed and quality 

Device 

 

Device used to learn online is functional, 
reliable, and with good connectivity 

Delivery 
medium (LMS) 

LMS is easy to use, appealing, reliable, easy 
to navigate, user-friendly, and customised 

Pedagogy - Cross-curricular collaboration and knowledge transfer   

- E-portfolio activity (facilitating communication, reflection) 

- Personalisation and Differentiation 

- Dialogue and Discussions 

- Game-based learning 

- Flexible, frequent, varied and feedback-rich assessments 

- Inquiry-based learning 
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Socio-Affective 
considerations  

- positive relationships  

- effective communication  

- emotional support 

- students feel valued and respected  

- sense of community and belonging  

- praise 

- supportive and inclusive atmosphere  

- conflict resolution 

- reflective practice 

Teacher 1.Teacher’s human qualities  

- Desirable personal traits (kind, polite, respectful, available, 
supportive, approachable, flexible, empathetic, nurturing, 
caring teacher).  

- Teacher creates a child-friendly, value-based environment by: 
inspiring students; encouraging appropriate human 
interactions; through use of humour; sense of curiosity; and 
teacher tact (reflected in the level of comfort students feel with 
the teacher). 

2.Teacher presence 

- Reflected in teacher’s responsiveness, response, teacher-
student interaction, and active participation during the course 

3.Teacher responsiveness  

- Involvement and availability through different communication 
channels (email, Viber text chat; telephone, forum responses; 
face-to-face tutorials), and continuing support 

4.Teacher communication   

- Teacher models a communication style that demonstrates a 
positive tone, enthusiasm for the subject, and respect and care 
for each student 

5.Teacher role  

- Course and learning facilitation; facilitation of active 
involvement and interactions between the students themselves 
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and teacher-students; monitoring individual and group 
activities; creating spaces for collaboration and dialogue; 

- ICT, content knowledge; quality of instruction; detailed and 
clear explanations; 

- Creating a satisfying learning climate; 

- Enthusiasm for the subject and engagement 

- Teacher as expert and guide (dual role of ‘sage on the stage’ 
and ‘guide on the side’); 

- Timely, regular, clear, constructive, and detailed feedback; 

Contextual factors 

and conditions 

- Immediate surrounding: availability of designated learning 
space, physical environment, indoor environmental quality, 
weather conditions;  

- Family and peer relationships and support, and teacher-
student relationship 

- Academic setting 
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Appendix Five 

OLY framework sub-dimensions resulting from the comparison of sub-

dimensions in the Provisional and Subjective framework 

Mosaic of Theories on Learning 

OLY framework 1. Behaviourism, cognitivism, and constructivism; 2. How people 

learn (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering and 

Medicine, 2018) report considerations; 3. Motivation; 4. 

Bioecological perspectives; 5. Metacognition and Self-

Regulation; 6. Affect; 7. Growth mindset, Agency, and Choice; 8. 

Multiple Intelligences and Learning Styles perspective; 9. Fink’s 

Taxonomy of Significant Learning (2003); 10. Developmental 

Stages; 11. Universal Design for Learning; 12. Online Learning 

Theory 

Technology 

Subjective framework 1. Prior experience and confidence with technology 2. Device 

used to learn online is functional, reliable, and with good 

connectivity 3. Delivery medium (LMS) is easy to use, appealing, 

reliable, easy to navigate, user-friendly, and customised; 4. 

Internet speed and quality 

Provisional framework 1. Infrastructure; 2. Consistency and effectiveness of IT; 3. 

Reliability; 4. Accessibility; 5. Appropriateness of technology to 

the pedagogical content 6. Upgrades and Maintenance 7. Ease 

of use  

OLY framework 1. Infrastructure; 2. Internet/broadband speed and quality 3. 

Consistency and effectiveness of IT: Device used to learn online 

is functional, reliable, and with good connectivity; Delivery 

medium (LMS) is easy to use, appealing, reliable, easy to 

navigate, user-friendly, and customised; 4. Prior experience and 

level of confidence with technology 5. Upgrades and 

Maintenance 6. Ease of use 8. Appropriateness of technology to 

the pedagogical content 9. Accessibility  

Flexibility, variety, choice, and control in resources, tasks and assessments 

OLY framework 1. Flexibility in time, place and pace of learning; flexibility in 

tasks and assessments; flexible scheduling; 2. Variety in 

instructional methods, resources, tasks, and assessments; 3. 

Having a choice; 4. Having control of learning 

Course Content 
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Subjective framework 1. Content is well-organised, understandable, concise, 

interesting, interactive; 2. Useful, diverse and relevant content 3. 

Course includes an Introduction to the course session 

Provisional framework 1. Accessible and inclusive; 2. Relevant and challenging; 3. 

Well-organised, 4. Understandable; 5. Concise, On-time content 

6. Available in manageable segments; 7. Useful; 8. Up-to-date 

and Comprehensive; 9. Displayed in multiple ways, using 

purposeful multiple media; 10. Updated and linked to existing 

and new information on the subject matter and related 

knowledge. 

OLY framework 1. Accessible and inclusive; 2. Relevant and challenging; 3. 

Well-organised and Comprehensive; 4. Understandable; 5. 

Concise, 6. Useful and diverse; 7. Up-to-date; 8. Displayed in 

multiple ways, using purposeful multiple media; 9. Updated and 

linked to existing and new information on the subject matter and 

related knowledge.10. Interesting and interactive; 11. On-time 

content; 12. Available in manageable segments; 13. Course 

includes an Introduction to the course session 

Course Design 

Subjective framework 1. Well-structured course organised into units; 2. logical, 

understandable course navigation, 3. clearly outlined 

expectations, learning objectives, assessment modes and 

criteria 4. courses to follow a consistent structure 5. content 

presentation: enjoyably presented content; multiple technologies 

and media are utilised for content provision and presentation; 

the main method of content presentation are self-done teacher’s 

videos that combine visual, audio and text, supplemented with 

external links and podcasts; supplementary video-related text to 

be made available to students; written guidelines for 

collaboration and communication; scope-and-sequence 

handouts that communicate what learners need to do and when 

they need to do it 

Provisional framework 1. Learner-centred, responsive interface design 2. Intuitive 

Navigation 3. Objectives are available; 4. Expectations regarding 

behaviour, communication and participation are provided; 5. 

Communication and activities are used to build community; 6. 

Rubrics for assignments; 7. Technology is used to promote 

learner engagement/facilitate learning; 8. Instructor contact 

information is stated; 9. Links to institutional services; 10. 

Assessments align with objectives. 11. Student-to-student 

interaction is supported 12. Appealing course appearance 
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OLY framework 1. Learner-centred, responsive interface design 2. Well-

structured course, organised into units; 3. Logical, intuitive, 

understandable course navigation 4. Courses to follow a 

consistent structure 5. Clearly outlined expectations, learning 

objectives, assessment modes and criteria 6. Rubrics for 

assignments are provided; 7. Scope-and-sequence handouts 

communicate what learners need to do and when they need to 

do it 8. Assessments align with objectives 9. Written guidelines 

for collaboration and communication are provided; 10. The main 

method of content presentation are self-done teacher’s videos 

that combine visual, audio and text, supplemented with external 

links and podcasts; 11. Supplementary video-related text is 

available; 12. Expectations regarding behaviour, communication 

and participation are provided; 13. Student-to-student interaction 

is supported; 14. Links to institutional services are provided 15. 

Teacher contact information is stated; 16. Multiple technologies 

and media are utilised for content provision and presentation, to 

promote learner engagement and facilitate learning; 17. 

Appealing course and course content appearance 18. 

Communication and activities are used to build community. 

Course Delivery 

Subjective framework 1.Clear timelines and deadlines; 2. Direct as well as indirect 

instruction: guest teachers and student-student teaching 3. 

Course has diverse communication inputs and a range of 

effective communication channels  

Provisional framework 1.Reliable and robust interface 2. Clear goals, directions and 

learning plans 3. Accurate and error free materials; 4. Clear Unit 

information and expectation of student roles; 5. Synchronous 

and asynchronous activities 6. Communication is encouraged 

(the unit provides opportunities and encourages student-student 

and teacher-students dialogue 7. Appropriate institutional style 

for Units and web sites  

OLY framework 1.Reliable and robust interface; 2. Clear goals, directions and 

learning plans ; 3. Unit information and expectation of student 

roles are clear; 4. Accurate and error free materials; 5. 

Appropriate institutional style for Units and websites to ensure a 

benchmark quality of presentation; 6. Communication: course 

has diverse communication inputs and a range of effective 

communication channels, and encourages student-student and 

teacher-students dialogue; 7. Clear timelines and deadlines; 8. 

Direct as well as indirect instruction - guest teachers and 

student-student teaching. 
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Pedagogy 

Subjective framework 1. Cross-curricular collaborations and knowledge transfer; 2. 

Criteria informed, multimodal, timely, frequent and feedback-rich 

assessment 3. E-portfolio; 4. Personalisation and Differentiation; 

5. Dialogue and Discussions; 6. Game-based learning 7. Inquiry-

based learning 8. Variety of instructional strategies 

Provisional framework 1. Variety of instructional strategies, 2. Diversity in assessment, 

3. Independent study and Collaboration, 4. Interaction and 

dialogue (student-teacher and student-student), 5. Reflection 6. 

Game-based learning 7. Personalisation 8. Inquiry-based 

learning 

OLY framework 1. Variety of instructional strategies, 2. Cross-curricular 

collaborations and knowledge transfer; 3. Reflection 4. 

Personalisation and Differentiation; 5. Dialogue and Discussions 

(student-teacher and student-student); 6. Game-based learning; 

7. Criteria informed, multimodal, timely, frequent and feedback-

rich assessment 8. Inquiry-based learning, 9. E-portfolio; 10. 

Interaction (student-teacher and student-student). 

Context 

Subjective framework 1.Immediate surrounding (availability of designated learning 

space, physical environment, indoor environmental quality, 

weather conditions) 2. Family and peer relationships and 

support, teacher-student relationship 3. Academic setting 

Provisional framework 1. Social and political influence; 2. Socioeconomic conditions; 3. 

Geographical location; 4. Suppliers (Technology Providers, 

Educational Institutions, Content Providers, Other Teachers, 

Accreditation Bodies); 5. School committee (board) and 

Education Ministry 6. Special Interest Groups (e.g., Students’ 

Commissions, Teachers’ Association) 

OLY framework 1.Immediate surrounding (e.g., availability of designated learning 

space, physical environment, indoor environmental quality, 

weather conditions); 2. Relationships (e.g., family and peer 

relationships and support, teacher-student relationship) 3. 

Academic setting, School committee (board), and Education 

Ministry 4. Social and political influences 5. Socioeconomic 

conditions; 6. Geographical location; 7. Suppliers (Technology 

Providers, Educational Institutions, Content Providers, Other 

Teachers, Accreditation Bodies); 8. Special Interest Groups 

(e.g., Students’ Commissions, Teachers’ Association) 

Student 
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Subjective framework 1. Motivation and willingness to do what is necessary; 2. active 

participation in own learning 3. technology competence; 4. self-

study skills and self-teaching skills, 5. commitment, 6. self-

regulation; 7. Initiative, focus, and persistence; 8. time 

management 9. curiosity 10. self-discipline 11. engagement and 

effort 

Provisional framework 1.Engagement and effort, 2. Self-regulation, 3. Self-efficacy, 4. 

Motivation, 5. Learning styles, 6. Attitude toward ICT and OL, 7. 

Prior knowledge of OL and ICT skills 8. Internet self-efficacy 

OLY framework 1. Engagement and effort 2. Active participation in own learning 

3. Willingness to do what is necessary; 4. Curiosity, 5. Initiative, 

focus and persistence; 7. Learning styles, 8. Self-discipline; 9. 

Self-regulation, 10. Self-study skills and self-teaching skills; 11. 

Motivation; 12. Prior knowledge of OL and ICT skills 13. Self-

efficacy 14. Internet self-efficacy 15. Commitment 16. Time 

management. 

Support 

Subjective framework 1. Initial and ongoing, timely teacher support; 2. Peer and family 

support; 3. Academic support; 4. IT support and training 5. 

Continuing individual and group support 

Provisional framework 1. Academic and Administrative support 2. Peer and Family 

support, 3. IT support and training (for teachers and students); 4. 

Teacher support 

OLY framework 1.IT support and training for teachers and students; 2. Academic 

and administrative support; 3. Initial and ongoing, timely teacher 

support; 4. Continuing individual and group support 5. Peer and 

family support 6. Teacher support. 

Teacher 

Subjective framework 1.Teacher’s human qualities  

- Desirable personal traits (kind, polite, respectful, available, 

supportive, approachable, flexible, empathetic, nurturing, caring 

teacher).  

- Teacher creates a child-friendly, value-based environment by: 

inspiring students; encouraging appropriate human interactions; 

through use of humour; sense of curiosity; and teacher tact 

(reflected in the level of comfort students feel with the teacher). 

2.Teacher presence 
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- Reflected in teacher’s responsiveness, response, teacher-

student interaction, and active participation during the course 

3.Teacher responsiveness  

- Involvement and availability through different communication 

channels (email, Viber text chat; telephone, forum responses; 

face-to-face tutorials), and continuing support 

4.Teacher communication 

- Teacher models a communication style that demonstrates a 

positive tone, enthusiasm for the subject, and respect and care 

for each student 

5.Teacher role  

- Course and learning facilitation; monitoring individual and 

group activities; facilitation of active involvement and interactions 

between the students themselves and teacher-students; creating 

spaces for collaboration and dialogue 

- ICT, content knowledge; quality of instruction; detailed and 

clear explanations 

- Creating a satisfying learning climate  

- Enthusiasm for the subject and engagement 

- Teacher as expert and guide (dual role of ‘sage on the stage’ 

and ‘guide on the side’) 

- Timely, regular, clear, constructive, and detailed feedback 

Provisional framework 1. Attitude toward ICT and OL, 2. Commitment, 3. Engagement, 

4. Creating a satisfying learning climate, 5. Timely and relevant 

feedback, 6. Enthusiasm, 7. Prompt responsiveness, 8. TPACK 

OLY framework 1. TPACK 2. Teacher’s human qualities; 3. Teacher presence; 4. 

Teacher responsiveness, 5. Teacher communication; 6. Course 

and learning facilitation; 7. Creating spaces for collaboration and 

dialogue 8. Creating a satisfying learning climate, 9. Timely, 

regular, clear, relevant, constructive, and detailed feedback 10. 

Teacher as expert and guide 11. Commitment, engagement, 

enthusiasm 12. Monitoring individual and group activities; 13. 

Facilitation of active involvement and interactions between the 
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students themselves and teacher-students; 14. Attitude toward 

ICT and OL. 

Accessibility and Inclusiveness 

OLY framework 

 

1. Universal Design for Learning principles; 2. Technology 

accessibility; 3. Modified curricula; 4. Presenting 

information/content in various formats; 5. Clear and concise 

instructions, guidelines, and expectations; 6. Promoting 

respectful and inclusive communication, collaboration and 

interaction; 7. Assessments consider diverse ways of 

demonstrating knowledge and understanding; 8. Support for 

students with unique needs and challenges; 9. Ongoing 

evaluation, adaptation and improvement in promoting 

accessibility and inclusiveness. 

Socio-affective considerations 

Subjective framework 1. Supportive and inclusive atmosphere 2. Positive relationships 

3. Effective communication 4. Emotional support 5. Students feel 

valued and respected 6. Sense of community and belonging 7. 

Praise; 8. Conflict resolution 9. Reflective practice. 

Provisional framework 1. Positive relationships; 2. Effective communication; 3. 

Emotional support; 4. Cultural sensitivity; 5. Praise; 6. Conflict 

resolution; 7. Wellness and mental health; and 8. Reflective 

practice. 

OLY framework 1. Supportive and inclusive atmosphere; 2. Positive 

relationships; 3. Effective communication; 4. Cultural sensitivity 

5. Students feel valued and respected 6. Sense of community 

and belonging 7. Praise; 8. Conflict resolution 9. Emotional 

support 10. Wellness and mental health; 11. Reflective practice. 

Planning and Ongoing course/programme evaluation, adaptation and improvement 

OLY framework Ongoing course/programme evaluation, adaptation and 

improvement: 1.Identifying areas for improvement and 

implementing new pedagogical approaches and instructional 

methods; 2. Aligning course outcomes and performance with 

established benchmarks; 3. Evaluating the alignment between 

course content, activities, and assessments with the intended 

learning objectives; 4. Effectiveness and appropriateness of the 

technology used; 5. Accessibility of course materials to all 

learners; 6. Keeping course content and resources up-to-date 
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and relevant 7. Adapting the course in response to changing 

student needs, emerging trends, and/or external factors. 

Planning: 1. Examination of the existing context of OL in the 

institution 2. Vision, clarity of purpose and measurable goals 3. 

Innovation in teaching 4. Setting priorities 5. Teacher Training 

and Support 6. Mandates for supporting OL and 7. Teaching and 

learning considerations. 

 


