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Abstract 

This single-site case study aims to evaluate the effectiveness of the learning 

activities in a flipped EFL class so that critical pedagogical insights can be 

generated to enhance the design and implementation of flipped classrooms. 

Student engagement in learning activities was explored and examined to 

understand how the flipped classroom (FC) activities enhanced learning. A 

convergent parallel mixed-methods design with nested samples was adopted to 

collect data over a 15-week semester. Participants were from a flipped EFL 

class (n = 25) and a blended EFL class (n = 28). Data were collected from 

focus group discussions, participant observation, the learning management 

system (LMS) and iWrite. An adapted four-level Kirkpatrick Model was 

employed as the evaluation framework to explore student engagement in the 

learning activities and measure the learning outcomes. Kahu’s engagement 

framework was employed to discuss the influencing factors. The findings of this 

project showed that the flipped design enhanced student performance in the 

learning process though there was no statistically significant difference in 

student final examination grades between the two classes. The findings further 

indicated that student engagement in learning activities was influenced by the 

interplay of teaching practices and student characteristics. Meanwhile, it was 

mediated by the assessment policy and practice and shaped by significant 

socio-cultural influences of China’s educational system and social conventions. 

Evidence-based reflections were then made to improve the design, 

implementation and evaluation of flipped classrooms. This project fills the 

current knowledge gap in the learning process of the flipping pedagogy and 
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furthers our understanding of the mechanisms contributing to student 

engagement in flipped learning.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1 Research Background 

Teaching and learning have always been at the core of higher education (HE). 

However, the two have never been as simple as teachers teach, and students 

learn. That partly explains the ongoing scholarly interest in researching 

teaching and learning practices in HE despite the tremendous change in its 

systems over the years.  

The last few decades have witnessed a global massification of HE. Based on 

the assumption that “most people will participate and on more than one 

occasion” (Tight, 2012, p. 3), universities moved from elite systems that involve 

only a small minority of the population to mass systems. The result is that 

universities worldwide are now having bigger class sizes with more diversified 

student groups. The mass systems add to the challenges of good teaching 

practices, which, according to Tight (2012), are defined by teachers’ having 

enough knowledge of their students’ learning needs and the teaching and 

learning context and being able to cater to different student needs. Along with 

the increased challenges in teaching is the growing attention to teaching quality 

and excellence. To demonstrate the effectiveness of innovation in teaching is 

now one of the standards of the HE literature (O’Flaherty & Phillips, 2015; 

Praslova, 2010; Sozer et al., 2019).  

Another remarkable change in the contemporary HE is the integration of digital 

technology with the fabric of teaching and learning. Research interest in the 

related areas has mushroomed in recent years (Cheng et al., 2019). The 
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popularity of the blended/flipping pedagogy in HE is an example (Abeysekera & 

Dawson, 2015; Akçayıra & Akçayır, 2018). This conjunction of e-learning with 

conventional teaching is advocated by many of its practitioners as both a 

solution to the growing class sizes and a channel to enhance student 

engagement in learning. Though voices are appealing to in-depth investigations 

into the extent digital technology can enhance teaching and learning (Selwyn, 

2016), it is undeniable that digital technology has become the norm in modern 

universities (Henderson et al., 2015; Macfadyen & Dawson, 2012) and 

irreversibly changed conventional teaching and learning practices in HE (Lin & 

Mubarok, 2021).  

As such, this study evaluates the effectiveness of a flipped EFL classroom, 

which is a practice based on exemplars of the flipping pedagogy that is gaining 

growing recognition in higher education institutions (HEIs) worldwide (Cheng et 

al., 2019). The flipped EFL classroom under evaluation in this project is an 

outcome of China’s educational reform in English teaching. It is a professional 

imperative to change in curriculum policy and is resource-driven by modern 

technology. Meanwhile, it is a by-product of crisis management in the Corona 

Virus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic. 

This evaluative project is situated within the global HE communities of 

practitioners of the flipping pedagogy as it is now increasingly recognized and 

practised in HEIs worldwide. However, it should still be noted that this project 

was carried out in the HE context in China. Robertson and Dale (2015) note 

that the civilisationally based culture through which the education ensemble is 
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constructed and mediated should be distinguished because contextual factors 

can shape the research outcomes.  

China’s education is a highly centralized system run by the Ministry of 

Education (MoE) of the central government. Its educational policies run in a top-

down direction and embody the state’s will and interests. English is now the 

dominant international language, and the importance of teaching and learning 

English is self-evident to any non-English-speaking country (Sun et al., 2016). 

Since it was officially listed as China’s first foreign language by the MoE in 

1964, English has become a national prescribed school subject at all 

educational levels. It is also a subject to be tested in all high-stakes tests for 

almost all officially registered students to further school education in the 

country.  

In China, the status of English is closely related to the changing socio-political 

context (Cheng & Wei, 2021). English education policies are made and enacted 

to serve the country’s need for political, economic, and social development and 

safeguard national interests. English teaching in China has long focused on 

developing learners’ language knowledge and skills. Such orientation has a 

strength in developing learners’ generic language skills, especially reading 

skills, in a relatively short period. It used to serve well China’s need to learn 

from the outside world for advanced technological and economic development 

upon its Opening-up Reform (Sun et al., 2016). However, with China’s entry 

into the World Trade Organization (WTO) and its growing involvement in 

international exchange, the country needs a competent workforce to promote its 

position in global competition. University graduates with only generic language 
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skills in English fell short of this challenge. To strengthen international 

cooperation and keep up with the latest technological development, in 2001, the 

same year China entered into the WTO, the MoE issued an ambitious policy 

Guideline for Improving the Quality of Undergraduate Teaching (MoE, 2001) to 

promote English as media of instruction (EMI). Though faced with heated 

controversy, it ushered in the reform of English teaching in mainland China’s 

HEIs. In 2010, the MoE issued Outline of China’s National Plan for Medium and 

Long-term Education Reform and Development (2010-2020), explicitly stressing 

the need for HEIs to produce students and researchers equipped with 

international perspectives, familiar with international rules and capable of global 

competitions (MoE, 2010). The Outline became the guideline for many 

educational policies and initiatives during the following ten years. One example 

is that HEIs across the country started converting their English courses for 

generic purposes (EGP) to English courses for academic purposes (EAP) or 

specific purposes (ESP). 

1.2 Research Problems 

Effective evaluation is conducive to quality assurance and enhancement in 

teaching practice. In terms of quality control, evaluation systems incorporating 

the measurements of technology application in teaching have not been fully 

established yet at the institutional level (Macfadyen & Dawson, 2012). 

Practitioners and researchers are still looking for frameworks or tools that can 

systematically and effectively evaluate classes blended with modern technology 

(Feng et al., 2018). E-learning is different from traditional classroom teaching, 

and particular techniques need to be adapted for evaluation. However, most 
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evaluations at the institutional level are still using frameworks that cater to 

traditional classroom teaching. The lack of evaluation standards in HE results in 

the absence of practice norms that guarantee effective technology 

implementation in teaching. The challenges of how best to teach with 

technology have been persisting ever since computer technology was 

introduced into the education sector (Strayer, 2012). However, implementation 

and evaluation in this regard have so far fallen mainly within the initiative of 

individual faculty at the course level. In addition, the current HE evaluation 

systems generally suffer from the following handicaps: evaluation outcomes are 

not communicated to students in a useful or timely manner; student feedback in 

course evaluation is seldom acted on (Alderman et al., 2012).  

The flipping approach is not just re-ordering learning activities in and out of 

class but an expansion of traditional classrooms. In flipped classrooms, direct 

instruction is moved before class, often via asynchronous online instructional 

videos, and the class time is freed up to entice active learning via various 

learning activities, such as problem-solving, discussion, and peer collaboration. 

There is no fixed practice of a flipped model; learning activities in a flipped 

classroom can be organized flexibly to realize various teaching purposes or 

cater to specific learning needs. The core concept is to transmit subject content 

to prepare learners for active classroom participation before class and promote 

deep learning and higher-order cognitive skills via constructive learning 

processes in class. 

In practice, the existing evaluation or research on flipping pedagogy measures 

more the “effects” of the pedagogy on student learning outcomes or satisfaction 
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than the “processes” that lead up to these effects (Betihavas et al., 2016), 

resulting in a knowledge gap in what is actually happening in the process of 

teaching and learning (Cheng et al., 2019; Kim et al., 2017). Consequently, it 

adds to the difficulty of understanding the inconsistent “effects” in the existing 

findings. For instance, in addition to the enhanced outcomes, research findings 

also indicate equal academic achievements between traditional and flipped 

classes (Al-Zahrani, 2015; Jensen et al., 2015) and mixed student satisfaction 

with flipped practices (Lombardini et al., 2018; McNally et al., 2017). Without a 

careful investigation into the processes as to how the flipped class is 

implemented or how students engage themselves in the flipped class, what 

brings about these inconsistent outcomes is not fully understood yet, and 

improvement is difficult to be made. 

Though the decisive roles of learning activities in flipped classrooms have been 

widely acknowledged (Jensen et al., 2015; Lombardini et al., 2018), they are 

the most controversial part related to student satisfaction. In a flipped class, a 

succession of learning activities should be in place to prepare students for 

learning and engage them in learning so that students not only learn course 

content and acquire professional skills but, ideally, develop their higher-order 

thinking skills. However, quite a few flipped practice studies report divergent 

student attitudes towards learning activities (Al-Zahrani, 2015; Lombardini et al., 

2018; McNally et al., 2017; Munir et al., 2018). As most flipped practice 

research measures outcomes of the flipping pedagogy, little is known about the 

extent to which learning activities enhance student engagement in the process 
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of learning, what leads to the differences in student satisfaction, and how 

improvements in design and implementation should be made. 

Methodological limitations in current evaluative or academic research on 

flipping pedagogy have also resulted in a vague understanding of the 

pedagogical effects and limited insight into the enhancement of the pedagogy 

(Lee & Wallace, 2018). Much of the existing research on flipping pedagogy 

adopts quantitative positivist methods (Cheng et al., 2022; McNally et al., 

2017), which are adequate for the judgemental purpose (Steyn et al., 2019). 

However, they are not robust enough to capture diverse learning experiences 

that lead to learning outcomes or produce in-depth insights into effective 

changes to enhance teaching and learning practices (Sozer et al., 2019). As a 

result, many researchers call for more robust research designs to evaluate the 

effectiveness of the flipped classroom model (Abeysekera & Dawson, 2015; 

Bishop & Verleger, 2013; Hung, 2015; Låg & Sæle, 2019; O’Flaherty & Phillips, 

2015). 

1.3 Rationales for the Study 

The rationales for this study derive from the current status of flipping pedagogy 

as a global practice in HEIs, the widespread evaluative practices in HE as a 

means of quality assurance and enhancement, and my stance as a teacher-

researcher. 
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  The Flipping Pedagogy 

Flipping pedagogy features direct computer-based individual instruction before 

class and interactive group-based classroom learning activities (Bishop & 

Verleger, 2013). The popularity of flipping pedagogy is high and projected to 

increase in the current HE sector (Akçayıra & Akçayır, 2018; McNally et al., 

2017; Turan & Akdag-Cimen, 2020). Numerous studies have confirmed that 

flipped classrooms are more flexible and student-centric than traditional 

classrooms and, therefore, conducive to active and deep learning (Akçayıra & 

Akçayır, 2018; Betihavas et al., 2016; Bishop & Verleger, 2013; Hung, 2017). 

Another critical feature of a flipping approach is its applicability to various 

disciplines and student groups (Hao, 2016; Hung, 2017; Strelan et al., 2020). 

English teaching in China has been long criticized as a kettle that never boils. 

Time-consuming and ineffectiveness are the rhetoric frequently associated with 

it. Academics and practitioners in China have been dedicated to seeking 

effective and efficient approaches to EFL teaching and learning. As such, a 

flipping pedagogy is readily welcomed and received in China (Liu et al., 2019). 

Along with its application comes a rise of interest in researching the 

effectiveness of the pedagogy, which conforms with the quality systems of the 

current HE sector.  

 Course Evaluation 

Course evaluation lies in the most basic level of quality assurance and 

enhancement in HE (Tight, 2012). Within the current HE sector, most of the 

evaluation attention is directed to quality appraisal. Course evaluation for 
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enhancement purposes in HEIs, therefore, falls much within the remit of 

individual academics (Saunders et al., 2011). Driven chiefly by academic 

interest, course evaluations are of more academic value than externally 

imposed evaluative practices (Bamber, 2011a). They have become one of the 

most commonly used approaches to measuring the effectiveness of teaching 

and learning practice and consulting students with their experience in learning 

(Freeman & Dobbins, 2013; Nicolaou & Atkinson, 2019). Moreover, many 

scholars and practitioners believe that judging quality is the least important 

aspect of course evaluations; the most important lies in their value in providing 

intelligence for improvement (Edström, 2008; Nicolaou & Atkinson, 2019). By 

obtaining sufficient information for valid decision-making from evaluating their 

courses, teachers are able to make evidence-based improvements in their 

teaching practices and exert more impact on student learning. 

 Personal Motivation 

Admittedly, the primary driving force of my commitment to this project comes 

from my stance as a teacher-researcher. This positioning has long shaped and 

influenced my teaching practice and research interest. My main concern in this 

project is to seek evidence of a flipping approach’s strengths and enhance 

teaching and learning practices in the course. 

The worldwide online educational provision during COVID-19 witnessed the 

strengths of digital technology in education as a means of crisis management. 

After that, the use of technology appeared to turn from a norm in HE to a 

professional imperative in teaching. The teaching staff in my university was 
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encouraged to move their courses into the learning management system (LMS) 

even after school reopened and teaching was back to normal. So, in the 

semester after the COVID-19 lockdown in 2020, I converted one of my blended 

Integrated English Course (IEC) classes into a flipped class. In response to the 

university policy, I uploaded video-recorded instructional content into the LMS 

and redesigned learning activities for IEC. I did that also in an attempt to 

understand, through comparison, which approach, the flipped design or the 

blended one, worked better in IEC. Technology is, after all, a tool; the extent it 

enhances teaching and learning depends on how it is used. As technology was 

becoming a must in my work, the question then became how I could exploit its 

full potential in my class. 

My knowledge of the HE context’s complexity led to my pragmatic 

epistemological stance and my data collection decision in this project. I hold 

that learning outcomes can only be clearly understood and reasonably 

interpreted when examined in relation to the learning process and student 

experiences. I brought in student voices via focus group discussions to shed 

light on what contributed to student learning outcomes in IEC. To curb the 

potential bias from self-reported data, I took field notes from observation and 

collected log data from the LMS for triangulation. 

1.4 Research Aims and Research Questions 

Driven by my stance as a teacher-researcher and in response to the research 

problems mentioned above, this project aims to explore and understand the 

effectiveness of learning activities in enhancing student engagement in the 



 

28 

learning process and their learning outcomes in a flipped EFL classroom from 

an evaluative perspective. By doing so, it hopes to bring about evidence-based 

improvement to the design and implementation of learning activities in flipped 

EFL classrooms, offer pedagogical insights into teaching and learning 

enhancement to the wider communities of practitioners of a flipping pedagogy 

and contribute to the literature on flipping pedagogy and formative course 

evaluation. 

Based on the research aims, this project seeks to answer the following 

overarching research questions (RQs): 

RQ 1. To what extent are students in the flipped classroom (FC) engaged in the 

learning activities?  

RQ 2. What are the overall effects of the learning activities on student 

engagement in the learning process and learning outcomes in FC? 

RQ 3. What affects student engagement in learning activities in the flipped 

classroom? 

RQ 4. What are the reflections and areas for improvement regarding flipped 

EFL classrooms and formative course evaluation? 

An adapted Kirkpatrick Model (Kirkpatrick & Kirkpatrick, 2005; Kirkpatrick & 

Kirkpatrick, 2006) was adopted as the evaluative framework for this project, 

where it played multiple evaluative purposes. The adapted Model, as a whole, 

worked as an evaluation plan for this project. The four levels, the affective, 

cognitive, behavioural, and results levels, in the Model served as evaluation 
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foci. Indicators in each level were either data-driven or derived from the findings 

of the extant flipped practice literature. The Model managed to measure both 

the processes and the outcomes of student engagement in learning activities 

and contributed to answering the research questions of the project. A 

convergent parallel mixed-methods design was employed for data collection. 

Qualitative data that aimed to capture student engagement in the learning 

activities during the learning process were collected from focus groups and the 

researcher’s field notes of participant observation. Quantitative data on student 

performance in the learning tasks throughout the semester and the subsequent 

learning outcomes were collected from LMS and iWrite. Data were collected 

from both FC and BC to understand the features typical of FC. The qualitative 

and quantitative datasets are then merged together and discussed, by referring 

to Kahu’s conceptual framework of student engagement (Kahu, 2013; Kahu & 

Nelson, 2018), to uncover the factors influencing student engagement and the 

areas for improvement in flipped EFL classrooms and formative course 

evaluation. In a word, the mixed-methods design aims to produce a holistic 

understanding of both the learning process and outcomes in the flipped IEC.   

1.5 Significance of the Study 

In practice, this project embodies the unique strengths of evaluative studies. 

What sets this evaluative project apart from other scholarly research is that the 

participants of this project can be the direct beneficiaries due to the process use 

of evaluation (Patton, 1998). By participating in the evaluation, students 

maximized their voice and increased their course ownership (Wilson et al., 

2022). As Edström (2008) argues, the empowerment of students in course 
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evaluation makes them more active learners in the educational community than 

consumers in the educational market. To the teacher-researcher, the increased 

knowledge of the project and its participants under evaluation led to more 

precise goals for improvement. Moreover, as the popularity of flipping pedagogy 

and the emphasis on quality assurance and enhancement in HEIs are 

international phenomena, this project can produce insights for the wider 

communities of practitioners of flipping pedagogy and course evaluation. In 

addition, administrators in HEIs might find this research useful in making policy, 

establishing evaluation systems, and planning faculty training programmes. 

Methodologically, this project demonstrates how qualitative and quantitative 

approaches work well together in the Kirkpatrick Model to enhance the 

credibility of course evaluation findings. As an evaluative study in a field where 

quantitative methods prevail, the project brings qualitative approaches to 

capture student learning experiences from their voices to situate the 

quantitative findings. The mixed-methods design demonstrates how log data 

from LMS can be matched with student voices to produce rich and precise 

empirical evidence of student engagement in learning, which is more valuable 

than qualitative or quantitative data alone to inform pedagogical decisions and 

improve research practices. When doing the aforementioned, this project 

verifies the applicability of the Kirkpatrick Model in evaluating the effectiveness 

of technology-enhanced learning. Most importantly, by focusing on learning 

activities, the project captures a more detailed collection of events in learning 

experiences, hence, offering better grounds for data analysis and prediction.  
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Theoretically, by investigating student engagement in the learning process and 

the subsequent outcomes, the project brings a holistic understanding of student 

experiences in the flipped classroom. By focusing on learning activities, it adds 

to the knowledge of what is happening in the learning process of the flipped 

classes, hence, filling the knowledge gap in the current flipped practice 

literature. The learning activities open up a window to look into the complex 

interplay between the individual psychosocial factors, the institutional structural 

factors, and the wider socio-cultural factors that affect student engagement in 

learning. This furthers our understanding of the mechanisms contributing to 

student engagement in flipped learning, which the existing literature has not 

clearly articulated (Zhoc et al., 2018). Meanwhile, the project contributes to an 

improved understanding of how learning activities should be designed, 

organized, and implemented in flipped classrooms to enhance learning, thus 

helping pave the way for flipping innovation. 

1.6 Structure of the Thesis 

This dissertation consists of seven Chapters.  

Chapter One begins with a brief introduction of the research background for 

this project. Next, it points out the research problems in the fields of flipping 

pedagogy and course evaluation and explains the rationale for this study and 

the author’s role in this research. It then puts forward the research aims and 

questions, briefly introducing the methodology employed to answer these 

questions. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the significance of the 

project. 
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Chapter Two reviews the literature on course evaluation, flipping pedagogy, 

and student engagement to lay the ground for the research focus, research 

design and conceptual framework for this project. 

Chapter Three elaborates on the methodology of this research. It begins with 

the rationales for the mixed-methods design of this evaluative study and the 

sampling strategy and the participants and then goes on with the broader 

issues of a pragmatic epistemological stance that underpins this design. The 

evaluative framework for this study is presented next. After briefly describing 

the research context, the chapter then elaborates on the convergent parallel 

mixed methods design with a detailed explanation of the data collection and 

analysis methods. The chapter concludes with discussions of the validity and 

reliability of the study and the ethical issues involved. 

Chapter Four reports the study’s qualitative findings, which focus on students’ 

affective, cognitive and behavioural engagement in the learning activities and 

answer RQ1 and its sub-questions. 

Chapter Five reports the study’s quantitative findings in corroboration with the 

qualitative results. This chapter answers RQ2 and its sub-questions: student 

performance in learning tasks and the overall outcomes. 

Chapter Six discusses the factors affecting student engagement and learning 

outcomes. Critical reflections on the flipped classrooms and formative course 

evaluation are made based on the merged qualitative and quantitative findings. 

RQ3 and RQ4 are answered in this chapter. 
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Chapter Seven concludes the research findings in full based on the foregoing 

analyses and discussions and summarizes the contributions and limitations of 

this study.   
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter aims to lay the ground for this project’s research focus, research 

design, and theoretical framework by reviewing literature in the related fields. 

Peer-reviewed studies on course evaluation, flipping pedagogy and student 

engagement are the main influences in this project’s literature. Criteria of 

relevance (Maxwell, 2006), importance (Hwang & Tsai, 2011) and duration 

(Denner et al., 2016) were applied in the initial search for the related literature. 

The initial search started with the terms “flipping pedagogy”, “flipped 

classroom”, “course evaluation”, or “student engagement” in titles of SSCI-

indexed journal articles within the latest five years in the category of “higher 

education” by using Lancaster’s library search engine OneSearch. The 

abstracts of the resulting papers were then read to identify literature having 

important implications for research design, conduct and interpretations of 

flipped teaching and learning. When reading the full texts of the resulting 

articles, papers highly cited by the authors were further included into the 

literature list. By doing so, a systematic body of literature for this project was 

built up, covering domains of learning theories, foreign language teaching and 

learning, technology-enhanced learning and curriculum/course design, in 

addition to flipping pedagogy, course evaluation and student engagement. 

Based on the criteria of relevance and importance in literature review and given 

the research focus of this project to investigate the effectiveness of learning 

activities in a flipped classroom, literature on flipping pedagogy, course 

evaluation and student engagement is reviewed in this chapter. Literature that 
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is not directly related to the scope of investigation of this project, such as that 

on curriculum/course design, is not included in the review.   

This project evaluates a flipped EFL classroom; this review chapter starts with 

literature on course evaluation. It first elaborates on the purposes and foci of 

current course evaluation practice and then discusses the strengths and 

weaknesses of the evaluative methods in use to justify using a mix-methods 

design in this project. The following section reviews the literature on flipping 

pedagogy, the focus of this project. It centres on the theoretical underpinning, 

pedagogical strengths, the factors affecting pedagogical effectiveness, and the 

applicability of the flipping approach in EFL classrooms. When doing so, it 

identifies the research gap in the existing literature on flipped practices and 

rationalises the in-depth examination of the effectiveness of learning activities in 

this project. The chapter then zooms in on the literature on student 

engagement, discussing the existing conceptualization issues and, hence, the 

challenges in its measurement, justifying Kahu’s conceptual framework to 

examine student engagement in-depth in this project. This section further 

illuminates the use of student engagement and learning outcomes as indicators 

of pedagogical effectiveness of the flipped EFL classroom under evaluation in 

this project and further clarifies how these two indicators are to be measured 

effectively.  

2.2  Course Evaluation 

One essential feature of evaluative studies is that they generate new 

knowledge or reveal the hidden knowledge that can be used by all participants 
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(Saunders, 2011). Evaluation has two classic purposes: quality assurance and 

quality enhancement, also widely referred to as judgemental or developmental 

purposes (Edström, 2008). Quality assurance or judgemental purpose aims to 

create a base for fair quality appraisal, while quality enhancement or 

developmental purpose investigates aspects that can be improved. Course 

evaluation falls into the domain of self-evaluation practice that aims to achieve 

diagnostic or improvement purposes through practitioners’ reflective practices 

(Bamber, 2011b; Saunders, 2011; Saunders, 2012). Self-evaluative practices 

are often regarded as a form of informal evaluation nested in academic 

cultures, therefore, of more academic values than externally imposed 

evaluative practices (Bamber, 2011a). They are self-driven and characterized 

by the significant discretion of individual practitioners. At the same time, they 

are bounded by the cultural and social practices of the evaluative context 

(Saunders, 2011). 

 Formative Course Evaluation for Improvement Purposes 

Course evaluation inherits the classic dichotomous classification as summative 

and formative. Both play the role of informing teaching and learning practices 

(Scriven, 1996). Summative course evaluation generally serves a judgmental 

purpose. It is widely applied to measure success or effectiveness that helps 

identify good teaching practice, examine the curriculum quality, measure 

student satisfaction and progress, compare modules, inform appointment, 

promotion, tenure decisions and university funding and ranking (Alderman et 

al., 2012; Braun & Leidner, 2009; Holland, 2019; Nguyen & Foster, 2018; Steyn 

et al., 2019). In contrast, formative course evaluation is believed to serve a 
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developmental purpose. It helps improve teaching practices and student 

learning experiences by investigating the strengths and weaknesses of a 

course and lending insights into student learning and progress (Nguyen & 

Foster, 2018), student motivation, and their changing needs (Steyn et al., 2019) 

and gains. Hence, it allows for informed decisions about course design, 

amendments and development (Carbone et al., 2014; Fisher & Miller, 2008; 

Freeman & Dobbins, 2013; Sozer et al., 2019; Steyn et al., 2019).  

While both purposes share the same long-term goal, to improve educational 

quality, summative evaluations are often criticized as disconnected one-offs 

and having limited contribution to course development. Formative evaluations, 

on the other hand, via timely feedback, offer the greatest scope for 

improvement (Fisher & Miller, 2008), benefiting not only instructors and 

students in the course under evaluation but the future cohorts (Holland, 2019). 

Though some scholars argue there is a tension between judgemental and 

developmental purposes, and the same data seldom serve both purposes well 

(Patton, 2012), others hold that if the developmental purpose is adequately 

addressed, evidence for quality appraisal or assurance is decided 

automatically, which is a similar idea to “audit through self-audit” (Edström, 

2008, p. 99). Researchers argue that course evaluations should provide 

intelligence on making improvements rather than be limited to testing the 

effectiveness (Edström, 2008; Nicolaou & Atkinson, 2019). 
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 Course Evaluation Focusing on Learners 

Shifts are found in the focus of course evaluation practice. Conventionally, 

course evaluations are basically a practice of rating teachers and teaching, 

which dominantly focus on student satisfaction with teaching quality, course 

resources, learning support, and their experiences (Carbone et al., 2014; 

Edström, 2008; Nguyen & Foster, 2018; Sozer et al., 2019; Steyn et al., 2019). 

Researchers find an alignment between teachers’ effort and increased student 

satisfaction (Carbone et al., 2014). However, studies show that student 

satisfaction does not necessarily correlate positively with teaching quality and 

student learning outcomes.  

The Bologna process shifts the focus of course evaluation to learning outcomes 

(Nguyen & Foster, 2018). Many educators endorse the effectiveness of 

competence-based evaluations in measuring learning outcomes (Braun & 

Leidner, 2009). However, concerns exist about how to accurately and reliably 

assess student competencies. Other factors, like student motivation and 

learning experiences, are also found to be positively related to learning 

outcomes (Carbone et al., 2014).  

Increasing evidence in educational evaluation supports that evaluations should 

be learner-focused so that teaching and learning activities can be improved to 

better support desired learning outcomes (Praslova, 2010). Therefore, the 

evaluands are what students do and perceive during their learning process. 

Aspects covered so far in this regard in the literature include student 

perceptions of learning demand and learning per se (Edström, 2008), student 
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learning styles, expectations and concerns (Fisher & Miller, 2008; Nielsen & 

Kreiner, 2017), student approaches to learning, their extent of engagement in 

learning and interaction with peers (Park, 2014; Sozer et al., 2019; Steyn et al., 

2019) and student perceived gains (Nguyen & Foster, 2018). Edström (2008) 

finds that students’ perception of learning and the learning context influence 

how they go about their learning. Carbone et al. (2014) contend that students’ 

perceptions of their learning environment are a stronger predictor of learning 

outcomes than their previous academic achievement. Students’ educational 

background is a factor that affects students’ perceptions, concerns and 

preferences in teaching and learning (Sozer et al., 2019). In addition to 

standardized tests to measure student gains, Kuh et al. (1997) testify that active 

learning and cooperation among students are the two best process indicators of 

student gains in general education, personal-social development and 

intellectual skills. 

 Strengths and Weaknesses of Evaluation Methods 

Conventionally, quantitative methods are used as evaluative instruments in 

most course evaluations. The quantitative approach appears more objective 

and straightforward in administration and analysis (Erikson et al., 2016; 

Holland, 2019), with evaluators staying distant from the evaluands and analysis 

based on statistics. However, quantitative evaluations have often been 

criticized for their limited capacity to contribute to course improvement 

(Richardson, 2005) and questionable reliability and validity (Alderman et al., 

2012; Holland, 2019).  
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Questionnaires, the widely adopted instrument in quantitative course 

evaluations, receive the most challenges. The existing literature suggests these 

surveys are mostly teaching-centric (Edström, 2008), which, however, does not 

indicate so much good teaching (Kember et al., 2008) as student satisfaction 

(Braun & Leidner, 2009; Freeman & Dobbins, 2013; Nguyen & Foster, 2018).  

Nevertheless, student satisfaction is not constantly correlated with student 

gains (Kuh et al., 1997) or teaching quality (Richardson, 2005). Therefore, the 

results of the questionnaire surveys do not necessarily point to any course of 

action for improvement. Besides, researchers argue that the predefined 

categories in these questionnaires lack flexibility and over-generalize 

disciplinary characteristics (Freeman & Dobbins, 2013), thus making it 

impossible to fully represent the diverse student experience (Steyn et al., 2019). 

Consequently, they not only limit their contribution to improving learning and 

teaching but also undermine the validity of the questionnaires.  

Qualitative course evaluations have been cited as a viable alternative to 

quantitative evaluations. Supporters of the qualitative approach believe 

qualitative methods, free from the confinement of predefined paradigms, can 

capture richer, deeper and more context-specific pictures of student learning 

experiences. Hence, more appropriate remedial actions can be taken to 

improve learning and teaching. Steyn et al. (2019) found that more 

comprehensive and in-depth dimensions concerning course content, learning 

support, learning environment and course administration were covered in their 

qualitative course evaluation than in the previous quantitative evaluations used 

in their institution. They conclude that qualitative evaluations enable extensive 



 

41 

examinations of student experience and produce more relevant information to 

improve teaching and learning. In addition, supporters argue that a culture of 

shared responsibility in qualitative course evaluations engages students as 

active contributors and co-creators of learning, empowers them to contribute 

constructively to the teaching and learning process (Freeman & Dobbins, 2013) 

and motivates both students and teachers (Holland, 2019).  

On the other hand, qualitative course evaluations are primarily commented as 

time-consuming and resource-intensive. Due to the complexity of administration 

and analysis, they are difficult to be applied to a large-sized student population. 

The trustworthiness of qualitative course evaluations is also in question (Mabry, 

2003). The quality of the unstructured self-reported student feedback is hard to 

control; it relies on the extent of understanding and engagement of the 

participants (Freeman & Dobbins, 2013) as well as the capabilities of evaluators 

and may suffer from student biases (Braun & Leidner, 2009). Research 

suggests that student feedback can be either too diverse to handle or too 

specific to be useful; accurately reporting the participants’ diverse perspectives 

is even more challenging (Steyn et al., 2019). Ethical issues are also a major 

concern. So far, far less research has been conducted into the efficacy of 

qualitative course evaluations compared to quantitative ones (Steyn et al., 

2019). 

The mixed-methods approach established its early presence in evaluative 

research (Cohen et al., 2011) and has been gaining increasing attention in the 

evaluation community (Saunders et al., 2011). This approach is recognized as 

more challenging for data collection, analysis and integration and more 
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demanding on research time and resources (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017). 

Nevertheless, Mertens and Hesse-Biber (2013) contend that mixed methods 

make up for the weaknesses of the conventional quantitative methods that fail 

to address the social aspects in which the evaluators are interested. Literature 

shows that the mixed-methods design provides a fuller understanding of the 

evaluation problems and achieves the synergistic promise of enhancing the 

credibility of evaluation findings (Hall, 2013). Better still, researchers hold that 

mixed-methods innovations move the field of evaluation toward a more 

inclusive and socially just process than any mono-method approach (Mertens & 

Hesse-Biber, 2013).  

2.3 The Flipping Pedagogy 

Many researchers have categorized the flipping pedagogy as a specific type of 

blended learning design (Chen et al., 2014; Lai et al., 2021). The blended class 

features face-to-face classroom instruction and a range of resources and 

activities supported by online technology (Cheng et al., 2019; O’Flaherty & 

Phillips, 2015). The flipped and the blended designs share the qualities of 

active learning and technology support (Chang & Hung, 2019; McNally et al., 

2017). Nonetheless, researchers hold that two core features distinguish the 

flipping approach: knowledge transmission before class and interactive learning 

in class (Abeysekera & Dawson, 2015; Bishop & Verleger, 2013; Cheng et al., 

2019; Låg & Sæ le, 2019; Lai et al., 2021; Strelan et al., 2020; van Alten et al., 

2019). 
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 Theoretical Underpinning and Pedagogical Strengths 

Numerous studies have confirmed that, by flipping the traditional lecturing out of 

the classroom and exposing students to course content and key concepts 

before class, teachers can utilize student-centred teaching more fully in class 

(Akçayıra & Akçayır, 2018; Betihavas et al., 2016; Chuang et al., 2018; 

Elmaadaway, 2018; Hung, 2017; Munir et al., 2018). A student-centred 

approach values and supports diverse learning styles where students are active 

and responsible learners (Betihavas et al., 2016), and teachers are facilitators 

of deep learning (Hung, 2017). In their review of flipping classroom approaches, 

Bishop and Verleger (2013) put forward that the flipping pedagogy is based on 

the theoretical framework of student-centred learning theory, which embodies 

learning theories of active learning, peer-assisted learning and collaborative 

learning. At the heart of the student-centred learning theory is active learning. 

Abundant research has supported that the flipping pedagogy involves students 

in active learning (Hew et al., 2021; Låg & Sæle, 2019), contributing to 

students’ increased emotional, cognitive and behavioural engagement 

(Elmaadaway, 2018; Lai et al., 2021) and higher order thinking capacity 

(Chuang et al., 2018), and therefore brings positive learning outcomes. 

Akçayıra and Akçayır (2018) did a large-scale systematic review of the 

advantages and challenges of flipped classrooms. They conclude that flipped 

classrooms bring opportunities for peer-assisted learning and collaborative 

learning, leading to improved teamwork abilities, better social and 

communicative skills, and shared understanding, in addition to better classroom 

engagement and deeper learning. Munir et al. (2018) add that students tend to 
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take more initiative, put in more effort, and handle more complicated learning 

tasks when working with their peers.  

 Factors Affecting the Effects of Flipped Classrooms 

Research shows a variety of factors affect the effectiveness of a flipped 

classroom: the extent of flipping, class design, course languages, learners’ 

motivation, beliefs, ages, genders, class time and class size (Chuang et al., 

2018; Lombardini et al., 2018; McNally et al., 2017; Strelan et al., 2020; van 

Alten et al., 2019). Strelan et al. (2020) conclude from their recent meta-

analysis of flipping effects on student performance that active learning and 

problem-solving are the two primary contributing factors of student enhanced 

performance in flipped classrooms. Meanwhile, research results also indicate 

equal learning outcomes between traditional and flipped classrooms when both 

are equipped with active learning activities (Adams et al., 2016; Jensen et al., 

2015). These findings raise the question of what it is that brings about the 

positive learning outcomes, flipped practice or active learning? Some scholars 

argue that even though the flipping approach can at least do as much to 

students’ academic achievement as does the traditional pedagogy, it is far from 

valid to advocate the flipping approach considering the vast amount of time and 

effort and the substantial changes involved (McNally et al., 2017). These 

arguments point to the need for evaluative studies to verify the value and worth 

of the flipped practices, which are in scarcity in the existing flipped practice 

literature (Betihavas et al., 2016; Låg & Sæle, 2019; O’Flaherty & Phillips, 2015; 

Stöhr et al., 2020).  
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Researchers support that learning activities in flipped classrooms serve as a 

vehicle for student-centred active learning (Al-Zahrani, 2015; Bishop & 

Verleger, 2013; Chang & Lin, 2019). It is commonly held that flexible pre-class 

learning activities prepare students for better classroom learning (Elmaadaway, 

2018) by boosting their active participation in classroom activities and 

enhancing their interactions with peers and teachers (Hung, 2017). Chuang et 

al. (2018) suggest that pre-class exposure to lecture content is crucial in 

guaranteeing students’ success in classroom participation. In class, multiple 

learning activities like discussion, feedback, problem-solving, and group work 

involve students in active learning (Elmaadaway, 2018). 

While a wide range of studies acknowledges that learning activities in flipped 

classrooms are essential components of enhancing student engagement, they 

are far less researched than other components in the flipping pedagogy (Stöhr 

et al., 2020). Meanwhile, they are the most controversial part related to student 

satisfaction (Akçayıra & Akçayır, 2018; Chuang et al., 2018). Students are 

mostly reported as not satisfied with the class structure that orientates them to 

their learning tasks (Al-Zahrani, 2015; Elmaadaway, 2018). Studies endorse 

that increased workload, self-regulation, and demanding activity tasks can 

reduce student satisfaction (McNally et al., 2017). Nevertheless, some research 

has noted changes in student attitudes from apparent resistance at the 

beginning of the pedagogical change to acceptance in the final stage of the 

semester (Betihavas et al., 2016; Munir et al., 2018), suggesting that students’ 

initial dissatisfaction may result from changes in the learning habit. As a result, 

scholars urge that learning activities, especially the collaborative ones which 
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involve a variety of factors, such as task complexity, personal expertise, 

individual contribution and personality, shall be carefully designed and 

managed in flipped classrooms (Betihavas et al., 2016; Chuang et al., 2018). 

More research dedicated to learning activities in flipped classrooms is needed 

to shed light on how to improve the design and implementation of these 

activities. 

  Flipping Pedagogy in EFL 

The flipping pedagogy, which features active and deep learning through 

multiple learning activities (Jensen et al., 2015; Lombardini et al., 2018), is 

receiving wider support from language educators (Chen Hsieh et al., 2017; 

Turan & Akdag-Cimen, 2020). Effective foreign language learning takes place 

by exposing sufficiently to quality language input, applying rules in practice, 

making sense of the activities,  interacting actively with others (Spolsky, 2000) 

and having more learner autonomy, choice and responsibility (Ellis, 2005). 

Hung (2017) elucidates the applicability of flipping pedagogy in the EFL context 

through the theoretical lens of second language acquisition (SLA). She argues 

that the flipping pedagogy is conducive to lowering the affective filters of second 

language (L2) learners, maximizing their interactive opportunities in the target 

language during class time, and developing learners’ L2 fluency through 

communicative practices from careful instructional design. Turan and Akdag-

Cimen (2020), in their systematic literature review of flipped practices in English 

language teaching, conclude that the majority of the reviewed studies support 

positive language learning outcomes in flipped classrooms, confirming the 

applicability of the flipping approach in language classrooms in practice. Their 
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review further suggests that language output abilities have been the most 

commonly studied language skills. It also reveals that increased workload, a 

problem common to the flipping pedagogy, and learning anxiety, a challenge 

typical of foreign language classes, are the most often reported in the existing 

literature on flipped EFL classrooms. The extant literature further indicates that 

in a sea of studies on flipped classrooms, relatively fewer are conducted in the 

EFL context (Hung, 2017; Turan & Akdag-Cimen, 2020). In those limited 

studies, most focus on learning outcomes rather than the process. Therefore, 

more empirical studies are needed to add to our knowledge about what works 

for English language learners and under what conditions of flipped learning 

environments. 

2.4 Student Engagement 

Student engagement is widely recognized as an important influence on learning 

and a critical pathway to success (Kahu, 2013; Kuh, 2009; Reeve, 2013; Wilson 

et al., 2022; Xerri et al., 2017). The concept of student engagement in HE is 

generally defined in two ways: broadly, student engagement conflates both the 

time and energy students invest in educationally purposeful activities and the 

effort institutions devote to using effective educational practices (Kahu, 2013; 

Wilson et al., 2022; Xerri et al., 2017; Yu et al., 2018; Zhoc et al., 2018). More 

specifically defined and widely adopted is the psychological perspective that 

focuses on students’ affective commitment to, cognitive investment, and 

behavioural participation in learning (Kahu, 2013; Kahu & Nelson, 2018; Yu et 

al., 2018; Zhoc et al., 2018). The extant studies have shown a positive 

relationship between student engagement and improved learning outcomes, 
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including academic performance, cognitive and psychological development and 

generic abilities for personal growth (Kahu & Nelson, 2018; Kuh, 2009; Trowler, 

2015; Zhoc et al., 2018). As such, the HE sector always uses student 

engagement as a proxy for quality (Kahu, 2013) and has a particular focus on 

enhancing student engagement to maximize the effectiveness of teaching and 

learning practices. Alongside the emphasis on student engagement comes the 

increasing effort to evaluate and improve the quantity and quality of student 

engagement in the HE sector (Wilson et al., 2022).  

 Challenges in Measuring Student Engagement 

Student engagement has so far been widely theorized and researched. 

Researchers consistently hold that student engagement is a multi-dimensional 

construct (Kahu & Nelson, 2018; Zhoc et al., 2018). Studies on student 

engagement always approach the issue under investigation with multi-

dimensional frameworks. The following dimensions are frequently researched in 

the existing literature. 

The behavioural dimension is the most widely accepted view of student 

engagement in HE literature (Kahu, 2013). It emphasizes, in particular, the 

relationships between teaching practices and student behaviour that contribute 

to high-quality learning outcomes (Kuh, 2009; Lai, 2021; Zhoc et al., 2018). The 

cognitive dimension of engagement focuses on students’ psychological 

investment in learning, understanding and mastering knowledge to go beyond 

the minimal requirement of study (Krause & Coates, 2008; Zhoc et al., 2018). 

Similar to cognitive engagement is the dimension of academic engagement, 
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which refers to observable behaviour directly related to the learning process 

(Zhoc et al., 2018). Unlike the cognitive dimension, the academic dimension of 

engagement focuses on behaviours essential to achieving the minimum 

threshold level of learning. Research into the affective dimension of 

engagement has examined aspects like students’ sense of belonging, 

identification with school, sense of relatedness, self-efficacy and well-being,  

which are influential to students’ motivation, participatory behaviour and 

learning outcomes (Yu et al., 2018; Zhoc et al., 2018). Research into the 

dimension of social engagement mainly focuses on student interactions with 

faculty members and peer students, which abundant research evidence has 

supported as crucial to improving student learning and development (Chen et 

al., 2021; Kuh et al., 1997; Zhoc et al., 2018).  

It should be noted that each of these dimensions, though having its focus, is by 

no means isolated but somewhat closely interrelated. Existing studies into 

student engagement have used frameworks with different components of these 

dimensions. The inconsistency in the inclusion of dimensions suggests that the 

current construct of student engagement is far from clearly specified (Wilson et 

al., 2022). Kahu (2013) points out that the construct of engagement overlaps 

not only with those of motivation and learning approaches but between the 

different dimensions within the construct itself. The problems of 

conceptualization have led to inconsistencies in measurement in current 

research, so measures based on more precise operational definitions are in 

need. 
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Researchers have consistently recognized student engagement as a critical 

mediating mechanism that explains how learning contexts influence learning 

outcomes (Kahu, 2013; Kahu & Nelson, 2018). Studies have found that learner 

characteristics, such as gender, learning experiences, family background, 

cultural values (Zhoc et al., 2018), learning attitude, and self-efficacy (Kahu & 

Nelson, 2018), impact student engagement. Studies further indicate that these 

individual characteristics interplay with contextual factors, such as teaching 

practices (Xerri et al., 2017), institutional actions, national policies (Trowler, 

2015) and social values (Kahu, 2013), all mediating student engagement in 

learning. However, as the concept of student engagement is still fuzzy (Kuh, 

2009; Wilson et al., 2022), and learning contexts are always messy, student 

engagement is still a black box too complex to measure or map all of its 

properties. Despite the proliferation of studies on student engagement, we still 

do not fully understand the complex ways individual and contextual factors 

interact to influence engagement. Consequently, more research is needed to 

explore how to appropriately evaluate student engagement. 

 Kahu’s Conceptual Framework of Student Engagement 

Kahu’s work and conceptual framework is one of the most widely 

acknowledged and cited in a plethora of literature on student engagement. 

Kahu (2013) attributes the existing conceptualization problems of engagement 

to a lack of distinction between the state of engagement, its contributors and its 

outcomes. By drawing on four distinct perspectives on engagement in the 

existing literature - the behavioural, psychological, socio-cultural and holistic 

perspectives - Kahu (2013) proposes a six-element conceptual framework on 
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student engagement that incorporates the socio-cultural context, the structural 

and the psychosocial influences, student engagement, and the proximal and 

the distal consequences. This framework is known for its integrativeness 

(Wilson et al., 2022; Xerri et al., 2017). The framework has student engagement 

at its centre and depicts it from the psychological perspective of engagement. 

Recent studies support that the affective, cognitive, and behavioural 

dimensions can adequately capture the psychological state of student 

engagement (Kahu, 2013; Lai, 2021; Reeve, 2013; Yu et al., 2018). This 

individual psychological experience is embedded within the socio-cultural 

context, influenced directly by students’ psychosocial characteristics and 

mediated by institutional structural features, leading up to proximal and distal 

consequences of academic success and personal growth.  

The key strength of this framework is that it acknowledges the unique nature of 

individual experiences and highlights that student engagement is more 

situational than static. By delineating the state of being engaged from its 

contributors and outcomes and depicting the complex array of factors 

influencing student engagement within the wider socio-cultural context, the 

framework facilitates investigation into the factors that hinder or enhance 

student engagement. The concept of “educational interface” (Kahu & Nelson, 

2018, p. 1) further illuminates how and where the contributing factors interact 

and impact the underlying psychological mechanism that influences learning 

outcomes. Kahu contends that the framework is not only valuable for guiding in-

depth research on engagement but useful for targeting interventions to enhance 

student engagement and informing the design and implementation of curricular 
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initiatives (Kahu, 2013; Kahu & Nelson, 2018). Wilson et al. (2022) support 

Kahu’s claim with their review study and further conclude that Kahu’s 

framework is powerful in assessing the contributors to student engagement. 

However, after evaluating four frameworks for student engagement in practice, 

they point out that Kahu’s framework is relatively limited in measuring the 

engagement process (Wilson et al., 2022), indicating a need for additional 

indicators to investigate the psychological mechanism of student engagement 

effectively. Additionally, researchers maintain that to achieve the full potential of 

Kahu’s framework, rich and in-depth qualitative data and analysis are required 

(Kahu, 2013; Wilson et al., 2022). Despite its wide recognition, the framework, 

so far, still lacks for empirical evidence to verify its effectiveness.  

2.5 Summary 

Course evaluation has been a norm in the current HE sector. It aims to inform 

evidence-based improvement for teaching and learning practices in a course. 

The formative course evaluation is particularly strong for this developmental 

purpose due to its use of qualitative methods to collect context-specific data. 

However, course evaluation with a qualitative approach is less used and 

researched in practice, indicating a need for more studies in this field. 

The flipping pedagogy has been winning global popularity in the current HE 

sector because it is believed to be student-centred and, therefore, to enhance 

student engagement in learning. The flipping pedagogy has been proven 

conducive to EFL classrooms for its emphasis on active and interactive 

learning. Among the various factors that research shows to impact the 
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effectiveness of a flipped classroom, the factor of learning activities is 

admittedly crucial but has not received adequate research attention so far. 

Hence, this evaluative project focuses on learning activities in the flipped EFL 

class. 

Student engagement, an essential indicator of learning and a proxy for quality, 

has become a focus in course evaluation. However, because of its overarching 

and multifaceted nature, it is challenging to measure all of its properties. Kahu’s 

integrative conceptual framework for student engagement is widely recognized 

as valuable for guiding in-depth research on student engagement and 

interventions that aim to enhance student engagement. Kahu’s framework is 

powerful in assessing the contributors of engagement. Therefore, it was 

employed to frame the discussion of the factors influencing student 

engagement in this project. Meanwhile, the weaknesses of Kahu’s framework in 

measuring the engagement process lay the ground for bringing in an additional 

evaluative framework to measure the state of student engagement, which is to 

be elaborated on in the Methodology Chapter. Last but not least, it should also 

be noted that all the related literature reviewed in this chapter points to the 

necessity of bringing in qualitative data to probe into student learning 

experiences, which led up to the mixed-methods design of this project.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology  

3.1 A Mixed-Methods Approach  

This mixed-methods case study aims to evaluate the effects of the learning 

activities on student engagement and the subsequent academic outcomes in a 

flipped EFL class. As HEIs have been placing growing importance on the 

quality agenda, evaluation of educational outcomes is playing an increasingly 

important role in HE and has become a focus of discussion in recent literature 

(Saunders et al., 2011; Tight, 2012) and everyday practice.  

Course evaluation is one of the most commonly used approaches in HE to 

measure the effectiveness of teaching and learning practices and consult 

students with their experiences in learning (Freeman & Dobbins, 2013; 

Nicolaou & Atkinson, 2019). It is an ongoing and iterative process that improves 

a course’s efficiency and effectiveness by obtaining the right amount of 

information to ensure valid decision-making that leads to high-quality teaching 

(Nicolaou & Atkinson, 2019). When performed credibly, it plays a pivotal role in 

lending insight into the extent of student learning and progress. Many scholars 

and practitioners hold that the value of course evaluations lies more in providing 

intelligence for improvement than judging quality (Edström, 2008; Nicolaou & 

Atkinson, 2019).  

The quantitative positivist approach is prevalent in extant research on both 

flipping pedagogy and course evaluation in HE. Robust quantitative methods 

produce succinct outcomes of generalized results or predictable trends. 

However, these findings can be too general for direct application to local 
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situations or contexts (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). Therefore, in this 

project, the qualitative approach to exploring student engagement in the 

learning activities was brought in to situate, explain and complement 

quantitative data.  

The underpinning rationale for a mixed-methods design in this project is multi-

fold: first of all, a mixed-methods design can yield more valid research results 

due to the triangulation of methods (Saunders et al., 2011) and the expanded 

understanding obtained from different data sources (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 

2004). Research on teaching and learning practice is highly context-specific, 

and the contextual factors in the educational environment vary tremendously. 

Qualitative methods enable in-depth and responsive investigations, which can 

add insight to the findings from the current dominant quantitative study on 

flipped classrooms and enhance the credibility of the findings of this project. 

Second, published evaluative studies show that multiple evaluative methods 

can lead to more complete and constructive responses from the participants 

because of increased participant satisfaction and voice (Nicolaou & Atkinson, 

2019). Students may be more willing to participate in the research process due 

to different preferences for what constitutes a better course evaluation. When 

stakeholders buy into the effectiveness and validity of research methods, 

evaluation use can, in turn, be enhanced (Patton, 2012). Last and most 

importantly, my pragmatic stance gave incentives to answer the evaluative 

questions of this project with qualitative and quantitative data together. Patton 

(2012) warns that the strength of an evaluative investigation comes from 
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appropriate methods to address the research questions and adequate data 

collection and analysis techniques. 

3.2 Sampling and Participants 

The self-evaluation purpose of this project determined that I researched my 

own classes and recruited the students I was teaching as the participants of this 

study. The recruitment took place in the autumn semester of 2020 after the 

Ethical Approval (Appendix One) for this project was issued. In addition to the 

face-to-face oral introduction and invitation to this project, a Letter of Invitation 

(Appendix Two) was posted in LMS, explaining briefly to students the research 

purpose, participants’ role in the project and the research methods, along with a 

Participant Information Sheet (Appendix Three) and a Consent Form (Appendix 

Four). Students were not recruited as participants unless they signed the 

Consent Form and sent it back. 

The participants of this project were first-year students from a FC (n = 25) and 

one of the blended classrooms (BCs) (n = 28).  I was the lecturer for both 

classes. BC was used for comparison to understand features typical of FC. 

Because of the evaluative nature of this project, all students were invited. 

Participants’ demographic information is presented in Table 3.1. Though 

convenience sampling was used, the sampling strengths are worth mentioning. 

The first-year students at the university where this project was carried out are 

randomly assigned to each class, which minimizes selection bias. Additionally, 

the initial equivalence of the participants in the two classes added to the 

project’s validity (Creswell, 2014). Students in the two classes were of the same 
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age and had learned English for similar years on average. Students in these 

two classes were all English majors. All of them had the same courses in that 

autumn semester; no students were from the other departments or majoring in 

additional subjects.  FC and BC were both using LMS, having the same class 

schedule, sharing all the learning resources and completing the same learning 

activities. Except that students in BC displayed statistically significantly higher 

proficiency in writing in the university-level placement test, the test results 

indicated no significant difference in all the other language skills and overall 

English proficiency between the two classes. Hence, factors that led to 

participants’ differences in academic performance between the two classes 

were minimized, and the effects of learning activities were viable to be 

attributed to the difference in class design.  

 FC  
(n = 25) 

BC 
(n = 28) 

Gender   

   male 5 8 

   female 20 20 

Age 

  M (SD) 

 

19.52 (0.64) 

 

19.21 (0.41) 

Years learning English    

  M (SD) 11.32 (2.14) 10.68 (1.59) 

Language proficiency   

  listening  14.76 (2.31) 14.42 (2.95) 

  cloze 17.04 (3.01) 17.07 (4.09) 

  reading 12.60 (3.03) 12.61 (3.19) 

  grammar & vocabulary 12.32 (2.46) 12.86 (1.46) 

  writing* 18.92 (3.70) 21.13 (2.61) 

  total 75.64 (8.28) 78.09 (9.40) 

*Mann-Whitney Wallis test showed a statistically significant difference in writing proficiency 

between the two classes with a moderate effect size (U = 219.5, Z = -2.34, p = .020, r = .32) in 

the placement test for first-year students. 

Table 3. 1 Student demographics in the two classes 

It is worth noting that although the participants of this project were English 

majors, they represented, at most, students of average English competence in 
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SHUPL due to its distinct disciplinary orientation towards law and politics. The 

English Department had a lower entry score than the key disciplines did by 

about 30 points in 2020. Neither was there any additional entry requirement for 

English-major students in SHUPL. English was not the ideal major for some 

students because they were transferred to this Department by SHUPL for not 

being qualified for their ideal majors.   

3.3 Epistemology 

A pragmatic epistemology underpins this project. Pragmatism is a philosophical 

method for doing; pragmatists aim to uncover practical knowledge and 

contextual truth (Biesenthal, 2014). The pragmatist maxim holds that practical 

knowledge that works in a particular situation is evaluated by its problem-

solving capacity and practical consequences in everyday life rather than its 

universal applicability. Problem-solving incorporates the successful application 

of concepts, beliefs or theories in a particular situation and is measured by a 

practical consequence: a satisfactory outcome concerning the problem to be 

addressed. Truth is defined by its practical use in ongoing experiences and is 

the result of ongoing inquiries by applying practical knowledge in different 

situations. Inquiry in service does not establish universal or absolute truth (Hall, 

2013). Instead, truth is provisional and instrumental (Biesenthal, 2014), 

therefore, always subject to fallibility through further human inquiries, leading to 

larger truths to inform future actions. The pragmatic philosophical stance offers 

a practical method of inquiry based on iterative actions, oriented to both 

processes and outcomes and aiming at eliminating doubt (Johnson & 

Onwuegbuzie, 2004). The process of inquiry taking the pragmatic stance is 
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inherently rigorous, as theories or the problem-solving ability of a particular truth 

is constantly tested, then verified or falsified by the practical community of 

inquiry (Biesenthal, 2014).  

The pragmatic philosophy has long been applied in evaluative studies as a 

problem-solving method that aims to create practical knowledge through 

scientific inquiry. Corresponding to the pragmatic philosophy, evaluation 

focuses on doing; it is a field of inquiry that generates questions, seeks 

answers, examines actions and impact and promotes change (Rosenstein, 

2014). The synergy between theory and practice in pragmatic inquiry 

accomplishes contextual sensitivity and tangible processes for credible 

evidence to be achieved in evaluative research (Hall, 2013). Pragmatism 

expands the narrow focus on methodology rigour in traditional evaluation to 

include a broader view of credibility and validity, addressing both the processes 

and the outcomes of evaluation (Hall, 2013). Consequential validity is prioritized 

in pragmatism, which is primarily concerned with warranting evidence and 

assessing the implications of evaluation findings in concrete situations. This 

continual, contextually responsive approach enhances the credibility of 

evaluations. Besides, Deweyan pragmatists advocate that reflection, an added 

dimension of credibility, be employed to understand how problems can take on 

new meanings in the larger context by continuously reflecting on evaluation 

practices and their consequences. In addition, evaluation taking a pragmatic 

stance aims to promote democracy (Hall, 2013). This means evaluators are 

purposeful in sharing information, taking collaborative action to meet human 

needs, and reflecting on how their evaluative endeavours address power 
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dynamics and the interest of the less empowered. These democratic aims of 

pragmatism oblige evaluation to be inclusive and responsive. 

Dewey’s works contributed, to a great extent, to the long-established position of 

pragmatism in education and related research (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 

2004). Dewey is distinguished from other classic pragmatists by his educational 

philosophy and his ethics of democracy. For Dewey, democracy is learned by 

living it. Education has its social function of achieving democracy. Schooling for 

democracy is central to social reconstruction dedicated to the continual 

betterment of humanity. Schooling should cultivate in young people the 

inclination and ability to engage in collaborative social problem-solving using 

the logic of scientific inquiry. Pedagogically, schools should be organized as a 

“miniature community and an embryonic society” permeated with “the spirit of 

social cooperation and community”, where students can develop in the direction 

of “social capacity and service” by working on small-scale inquiries and 

community-building activities side by side cooperatively (Harkavy & Puckett, 

2014). In the same vein, Dewey, holding firmly that the benefits and privileges 

of democracy should be extended to every member, advocates democratic 

dialogue and collaborative decision-making when conducting scientific 

research.  

Pragmatism is “the philosophical partner for mixed methods research” (Johnson 

& Onwuegbuzie, 2004). The pragmatic stance places high regard for warranted 

evidence by recognizing both the existence of natural reality and the influence 

of the emergent social and psychological world (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 

2004). By using the “both-and” logic and finding a synthetic or balanced 
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approach to the poles of dualisms, pragmatism justifies the use of multiple 

approaches that are compatible with different sets of philosophical 

assumptions. Hence, compared with the mixed-methods design based on other 

prevailing research philosophies, such as critical realism and post-positivism, 

the mixed-methods research relying on the pragmatic stance is more flexible 

and creative, more likely to avoid overlapping weaknesses intrinsic in each 

research method and more able to address existing complexity (Johnson et al., 

2016).  

My pragmatic position led to the mixed-methods design of this evaluative 

project, which aims to have a holistic understanding of what works effectively 

for learning activities in a flipped EFL classroom and maximize the utility of 

evaluation findings.  In this evaluative project, the pragmatic epistemology 

sheds light on how evaluation methods could be mixed fruitfully by adopting a 

practical, context-based and problem-solving method of inquiry, thus allowing 

the best opportunities to answer important evaluation questions. Meanwhile, it 

allows due importance to be attached to student voices, enabling a deeper 

understanding of the evaluands and a more credible evaluation process, which, 

in turn, contributes to warranted decisions for improvement (Patton, 2012; 

Rosenstein, 2014).  

3.4 Evaluation Framework 

An adapted Kirkpatrick Model (Kirkpatrick & Kirkpatrick, 2006) was employed 

as the evaluation framework for this project. The Kirkpatrick Model involves 

measuring both the learning process and the outcomes, which aligns with my 
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pragmatic stance that student experiences and their learning outcomes can by 

no means be understood separately. Better still, the Model makes up for the 

weakness of Kahu’s engagement framework by offering flexible and context-

specific indicators denoting the engagement process. Both strengths are the 

incentives for its adoption as the evaluation framework for this project. The 

Kirkpatrick Model was multifunctional in this project. It served to create 

evaluation plans, clarify criteria for learning effects, define their indicators 

accordingly, inform the formulation of RQs and guide the qualitative data coding 

for this project. 

3.4.1 The Classic Kirkpatrick Model 

The Kirkpatrick Model is an evaluation framework for assessing the 

effectiveness of organizational training programmes. Known for its systematicity 

and applicability, the Model has been widely applied in different contexts for 

different levels of evaluation, including HE contexts (Kirkpatrick & Kirkpatrick, 

2006; Paull et al., 2016; Praslova, 2010; Taras et al., 2013). Over six decades 

since it was first introduced (Kirkpatrick, 1996), the original Model has been 

amended, modified and developed by either the author of the Model himself or 

other researchers (Holton, 1996; Kirkpatrick & Kirkpatrick, 2006). Nonetheless, 

the original four levels of criteria have remained widely used and kept finding 

new applications in additional contexts (Praslova, 2010). Table 3.2 gives a brief 

overview of the classic Kirkpatrick four-level Model.  
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Level Description 

1. reaction measures participants’ feelings about and perceptions of the 
training programme.  

2. learning measures knowledge learned, skills developed, or attitudes 
changed due to training. 

3. behaviour measures changes in behaviour due to knowledge, skill or 
attitude transfer. 

4. results measures the desired final results that occur because the 
participants attend the training. 

Table 3. 2 Overview of the Kirkpatrick four-level evaluation model 

These four levels of criteria offer a straightforward guideline for evaluation 

practice.  Effective indicators available in a particular training context can be 

mapped onto each corresponding criterion. It realizes the alignment between 

evaluative criteria and their specific indicators, ensures effective data collection 

for measurement and satisfies the differentiated need in each programme. The 

extant literature on the Model notes that causal links do not necessarily exist 

between two adjacent levels (Holton, 1996; Kirkpatrick & Kirkpatrick, 2006; 

Praslova, 2010). However, Kirkpatrick himself warns that each level is essential 

and impacts the next level, so skipping straight to the later levels without 

examining the previous ones in sequence can lead to wrong conclusions of the 

evaluation results (Kirkpatrick, 1996; Kirkpatrick & Kirkpatrick, 2006).  Except 

that the levels need examining in sequence, the Model is flexible in that 

evaluators can decide the number of levels they are to measure and choose the 

most effective indicators available to them for each criterion following their 

particular evaluation purposes and contexts. The extant literature shows that 

the first two levels are assessed more often in practice (Praslova, 2010). It may 

be partly due to their relative ease of administration, as Kirkpatrick testifies that 
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level 3 and level 4 are more complicated and challenging to measure 

(Kirkpatrick & Kirkpatrick, 2006). 

3.4.2 The Adapted Kirkpatrick Model  

The Kirkpatrick Model in organizational settings has been proven to have clear 

parallels in the HE context (Praslova, 2010). The reaction level primarily 

measures student affective experiences, and the learning level measures 

learning outcomes, which are the conventional foci of evaluation practice in 

HEIs (Nguyen & Foster, 2018). Better still, the four levels in the Model go 

beyond measuring immediate effects of student class work (level 1 & 2) to 

include outcomes of transfer (level 3) and impact of learning (level 4) in 

evaluation. Such multi-level evaluation provides rich and well-grounded 

evidence that enhances HEIs’ educational endeavours (Paull et al., 2016; 

Praslova, 2010).  

The Kirkpatrick Model was adopted as the evaluation framework for this project 

in that it aligned with the project purpose to measure both the process and the 

results of the flipping intervention. The first three evaluation levels correspond 

with the key psychological perspectives of student engagement. The reaction, 

learning and behaviour criteria in the Kirkpatrick Model match the affective, 

cognitive and behavioural dimensions of the psychological state of student 

engagement, which is the central element of Kahu’s integrative engagement 

framework (Kahu, 2013). The results criteria, the fourth level in the Model, 

measure student enhanced performance in learning, the primary indicators of 

learning effectiveness. This level corresponds with the consequence elements 
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in Kahu’s engagement framework. Thus, both the engagement process and the 

pedagogical outcomes of flipped classrooms, that is, student experiences, 

subject content learned, language and learning skills developed, and 

cooperative and collaborative behaviour established (Akçayıra & Akçayır, 2018) 

managed to be measured within the Kirkpatrick Model. 

The Kirkpatrick four-level framework was adapted to this project’s particular 

setting and circumstances. The adapted Model in this project contained the 

same four levels as the classic Model but with modified indicators and 

instruments catering to this evaluative project. The following were adjustments 

made in this project.  

The data collection methods were the foremost innovation of the adapted 

Model. The original Model dominantly collects quantitative data to measure 

outcomes, which are, however, too general to serve this project’s formative 

course evaluation purposes. Therefore, qualitative data were added to this 

project to help understand students’ situated practice in the flipping context and 

generate more credible evidence for improvement. Specifically, data for the first 

three levels, the reaction, learning and behaviour levels, were collected via the 

qualitative approach. Wilson et al. (2022) argue, in their evaluation of 

frameworks for student engagement, that rich qualitative data help capture 

myriad forms of student engagement. That leads to an in-depth understanding 

of how different student groups are affected and helps realize the full potential 

of evaluation. 
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Whilst Kirkpatrick (Kirkpatrick & Kirkpatrick, 2006) stresses that participants’ 

positive reaction is vital to the success of a programme, and in practice, most 

evaluation programmes focus on how well training is received, the reaction 

level in this project collected both positive and negative reactions from the 

participants. This is done for the improvement purpose of the project. For a 

course to be improved, drawbacks in the course design and implementation 

must be detected timely so that amendments and modifications can be made 

early (Nguyen & Foster, 2018; Steyn et al., 2019). Therefore, negative feedback 

from the participants is as essential as their favourable comments for this 

project.  

The indicators in the learning level and behaviour level were sorted out from the 

extant flipped practice literature. The primary indicators in these two levels 

included students’ knowledge learned, skills developed, attitudes changed, and 

behaviour established due to their participation in the learning activities. These 

indicators are unanimously held as essential indicators of effective EFL flipping 

teaching by researchers of a flipping pedagogy. The behaviour level focused on 

executing the knowledge and skills learned at the learning level. This level is 

important because the final results of a project depend primarily upon the extent 

to which the knowledge and skills learned are executed. In the flipped 

classroom, learning behaviours of self-regulation, interaction and collaboration 

are both contributors to and indicators of effective learning. However, the 

behaviour level is the most difficult to measure among the four criteria 

(Kirkpatrick & Kirkpatrick, 2006), as factors that impact the transfer of 

knowledge and skills learned in classrooms to on-the-job behaviour are many 
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and various. Some factors, such as time and climate for the expected 

behaviour, the opportunities available for behaviour changes to be measured 

and human inertia, are challenging to control, but all impact the results 

(Kirkpatrick, 1996; Kirkpatrick & Kirkpatrick, 2006). So, as Kirkpatrick and 

Kirkpatrick (2006, p. 59) suggest, when evaluating the behaviour level, the 

dictum that “something beats nothing” was applied.  

The results level of this project was measured by the participants’ enhanced 

engagement in the learning activities and their improved language proficiency in 

reading and writing. The nature of this project as a course evaluation decided 

that participants’ performance in the learning activities and the final examination 

were the most relevant results that could be measured within the time limit of 

this project. When this evaluative project was carried out, no standardized tests 

were administered to measure participants’ listening and speaking proficiency 

at the end of the semester. So, data on these two skills were not available. 

Admittedly, the highly complex HE context makes it difficult to determine how 

much participants’ improved language proficiency should be attributed to the 

flipping design compared with other factors. Kirkpatrick’s suggestion here is to 

make the best of the evidence if there is no direct proof (Kirkpatrick, 1996; 

Kirkpatrick & Kirkpatrick, 2006).  

It also should be noted that the four Kirkpatrick Model levels are reported as 

lacking causal linkage (Holton, 1996; Praslova, 2010). That said, such 

weakness did not have much impact on the validity of the findings of this 

project. The primary research purpose of this evaluative project was to make 

evidence-based improvements by exploring and understanding students’ 



 

68 

enhanced engagement in learning activities in the flipped EFL class. To confirm 

causal relations was not the purpose of this project. Bazeley (2013) approves 

that understanding human experience is a matter more of chronologies than of 

causes and effects. The four levels in this project represent “a sequence of 

ways to evaluate the programme” (Kirkpatrick & Kirkpatrick, 2006, p. 21) so that 

the evaluation results can be interpreted with more precision. The data 

collected via qualitative and quantitative approaches suffice to generate 

information to understand the practical consequences (Hall, 2013) and provide 

evidence for improvement in the flipped EFL class. A brief overview of the 

adapted Kirkpatrick Model for this project, with sample indicators listed for each 

level, is presented in Table 3.3. 

level description sample indicators in IEC 

1. reaction Student affective reactions 
to learning activities 

student feelings about, attitudes towards 
and perceptions of the learning activities 

2. learning Students’ knowledge 
learned, skills developed, or 
attitudes changed due to 
their participation in 
learning activities 

language knowledge learned; language 
skills developed; higher order thinking 
skills developed;  effective learning skills 
developed; attitudes changed towards 
learning 

3. behaviour Student behavioural 
changes due to 
participation in learning 
activities 

self-regulation, interaction, collaboration 
in learning 

4. results The desired final results 
that occur because 
students take part in 
learning 

students’ enhanced engagement in the 
learning activities; students’ improved 
reading and writing proficiency in English  

Table 3. 3 Overview of the adapted Kirkpatrick Model for this project 
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3.5 Research Questions 

Aside from offering evaluation criteria, the Kirkpatrick Model informs the 

formulation of the RQs of this project. The first two main RQs and their sub-

RQs were formulated under the four levels of the Model. Table 3.4 summarizes 

the main RQs and their sub-RQs for this project. 

RQs & sub-RQs 

RQ1. To what extent are students in FC engaged in the learning activities? 

    RQ 1.1 To what extent do students in FC react affectively to the learning activities? 

    RQ 1.2 To what extent do students in FC perceive they learned from the learning activities? 

    RQ 1.3 To what extent are students in FC engaged in the learning activities behaviourally? 

RQ 2. What are the overall effects of the learning activities on student engagement in the learning 
process and learning outcomes in FC? 

RQ 2.1 To what extent is student engagement in the learning activities enhanced in FC? 

RQ 2.2 To what extent are students’ learning outcomes enhanced in FC? 

RQ 3. What affects student engagement in the learning activities in FC? 

RQ 4. What are the reflections and areas for improvement regarding flipped EFL classrooms and 
formative course evaluation? 

    RQ 4.1 What are the critical reflections on the design and implementation of flipped EFL 
classrooms? 

    RQ 4.2 What are the critical reflections on formative course evaluation of flipped classrooms? 

Table 3. 4 Summary of RQs and sub-RQs 

3.6 Research Context 

When discussing self-evaluative studies, Bamber (2011a, p. 196) emphasizes 

the importance of context as it “provides important data and evidence which, if 

ignored, can skew the evaluative outcome”. Understanding the project in the 

context where it is carried out produces a more reliable understanding and 
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interpretation of its findings and increases its case-to-case transferability. 

Pragmatists assert reality is nature and experience in transaction, where 

“experiencing organisms interacting in environments” (Johnson et al., 2016, p. 

268). In the HE context, these environments may involve the “Big Culture” of 

the society as a whole, resources, power relations and technological 

development (Trowler, 2016). The environments directly related to this project 

are the university where this project is carried out and the LMS that supports 

the course under investigation.  

 Setting 

This single-sited case study was carried out at Shanghai University of Political 

Science and Law (SHUPL), where I am based as an EFL lecturer. SHUPL is a 

profession-oriented municipal university preparing professionals in laws and 

politics. In 2016, with the nationwide English education reform (briefly 

introduced in section 1.1), SHUPL decided its English curriculum should be law-

oriented and started to cut down credits for EGP courses to make space for 

EAP/ESP courses. A direct result of this move was reduced class hours for 

EGP courses. However, under the prevalent assumption that high schools were 

producing students with higher English proficiency, the curriculum objectives 

remained unchanged or became even higher.  

Alongside the nationwide credit cut-down of EGP courses, the flipping 

pedagogy was gaining increasing scholarly recognition in HEIs worldwide 

simultaneously (Akçayıra & Akçayır, 2018; Cheng et al., 2019). Under the 

attractive idea of recovering class time by flipping classes, teachers for EGP 
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courses in SHUPL took the initiative to move part of the subject content and 

learning activities outside classes. Online social media, like WeChat, were used 

to deliver course materials and carry out learning activities such as group 

discussions out of class. However, back then, teachers did not know much 

about how students dealt with learning activities outside class, as public 

applications did not provide the function of tracking student performance. It was 

not until the nationwide online education provision in the spring semester of 

2020 that an online LMS was made available to all the teaching staff in SHUPL 

due to the COVID pandemic lockdown. As one of its crisis management 

measures, SHUPL encouraged all its teaching staff to move their courses into 

the online LMS even after school reopened and classes were delivered face-to-

face.  

 Online LMS 

SHUPL joined Chaoxing, an LMS for HEIs nationwide, to support its online 

delivery of classes during the COVID lockdown when face-to-face classroom 

teaching was impossible. Unlike the other public online teaching platforms 

available to individual teachers, Chaoxing is also accessible to educational 

institutions. It allows its registered institutional members to display their model 

courses, share their massive open online courses (MOOCs) or small private 

online courses (SPOCs) and access its digital library resources. Teachers and 

students of the registered member institutions can log into the LMS via their 

institutional ID and access these shared online resources. Since the nationwide 

online education provision, almost all the HEIs in mainland China have been 

registered members of Chaoxing. All learning and teaching practices via 
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Chaoxing can be tracked in real-time. For administrative and quality control 

purposes, SHUPL has been encouraging its teaching staff to deliver online 

classes via Chaoxing in preference to other media.  

Teachers can manage almost all teaching activities via Chaoxing. Both 

recorded lectures and live online classes can be delivered via it. Teaching 

activities (as shown in Figure 3.1) can be delivered both in-class face-to-face 

and online out of class synchronously or asynchronously. Chaoxing tracks the 

duration and frequency of student participation, automatically rates student 

assignments, and produces activity reports. Thus teachers can obtain 

immediate feedback on student performance, which facilitates formative 

evaluation of student performance. For students, Chaoxing serves as a “one-

stop shopping” area to access all the materials and learning activities for every 

course they enrol in. 

 

Figure 3. 1 A snapshot of Chaoxing LMS App interface 
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 IEC and its Learning Activities 

The learning activities evaluated in this project are in an Integrated English 

course (IEC). IEC is an EGP course. It aims to enhance the first- and second-

year students’ generic English language skills and prepare them for advanced 

English courses. It is a degree course, therefore compulsory, for English-major 

students but meanwhile selective to all non-English majors in SHUPL. The IEC 

is offered twice a week with a duration of 90 minutes each period and a 

maximum quota of 30 students in each class. There are altogether 30 periods 

in a 15-week semester. Figure 3.2 presents a brief overview of the course flow 

over the semester of this project 1. Each semester IEC enrols eight classes of 

students, with four classes of freshmen and four sophomores. During the 

autumn semester of 2020, when this evaluative project was carried out, the 

eight IEC classes were taught with different class designs: one in the flipped 

design, three in the blended design, and the other four via traditional direct 

instruction. The instructor of each class decided how the class was delivered.  

                                            

1 Freshmen students started their first autumn semester a week later than the other students 

due to the COVID-19 pandemic, so they had a 14-week semester instead of the usual 15 

weeks. 

Figure 3. 2 Overview of the course flow 
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Learning activities are both the learning process and the outcomes that can be 

evaluated in terms of whether the correct or appropriate propositional content 

has been conveyed (MÜller-Hartmann & Ditfurth, 2012). Language learning 

activities involve receptive or productive, oral or written skills, and various 

cognitive processes (Ellis, 2003). Accordingly, the learning activities in IEC are 

used as a pedagogical tool to engage students in learning and entail language 

learning objectives to develop students’ English language and cognitive skills 

via language use. As such, they can be measured in terms of student 

engagement and learning outcomes.  

The learning activities in the flipped IEC are organized based on the revised 

taxonomy of cognitive processes proposed by Anderson et al. (2001). 

Bergmann (2017) claims the diamond model (as shown in Figure 3.4) depicts 

better how learning activities are organized in flipped classrooms than the 

pyramid model in Figure 3.3. More importantly, the diamond model serves the 

purpose of EFL classes: to develop learners’ language skills through abundant 

practice.  

As the pyramid model shows in Figure 3.3, in a traditional EFL classroom, most 

of the class time is devoted to lecturing, where teachers impart language 

knowledge to students to remember. Under this traditional model, most EFL 

students in China, having learned English for more than ten years and passed 

thousands of paper-and-pencil tests, come to university with adequate 

knowledge of the language yet feel it is challenging to express themselves 
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clearly. It is because, without sufficient practice in authentic language contexts, 

language knowledge does not turn into proficiencies effectively (Spolsky, 2000).  

 

In contrast, in the flipped EFL class, when language knowledge is lectured via 

recorded videos before class, most of the class time is freed up for 

individualized or interactive tasks for students to practise and apply what they 

have learned, as depicted by the diamond model in Figure 3.4. Better still, more 

class time can be arranged for learning activities on the top levels of the 

diamond model to develop students’ higher-order thinking capacity. As such, 

learning goes deeper in a flipped class (Bergmann & Sams, 2014). 

 

Figure 3. 3 The pyramid model of the cognitive process taxonomy 
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The class design of FC under evaluation in this project is presented in the left 

column of Figure 3.5. The pre-class learning activities in FC aimed to prepare 

students for their participation in face-to-face classroom learning. They began 

with students watching recorded instructional videos for that class period. 

The videos presented students with text-related language knowledge of 

vocabulary, grammar and writing that they would need to complete learning 

tasks in class. During a video, students could stop where they were confused 

and ask questions by writing real-time comments.  

A quiz followed to check the first two levels of the cognitive process taxonomy, 

students’ memory and understanding of the video content. Quizzes usually 

consisted of objective items of multiple choice, blank filling or true or false 

Figure 3. 4 The diamond model of the cognitive process taxonomy and examples of classroom 

activities 
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questions so that they could be rated upon submission, and both the instructor 

and the students could have immediate feedback. Students were encouraged 

to share and discuss with classmates their questions from the videos and 

quizzes in the online Q & A forum2. It was designed for problem-shooting to 

further prepare students for participation in classroom learning activities. More 

importantly, the forum aimed to foster a community of learners where learning 

could be enhanced through peer tutoring and collaboration.  

With the lower levels of the cognitive process addressed before class, 

classroom time in FC was devoted to developing the higher levels of the 

cognitive process taxonomy. In-class activities of FC began with teacher 

feedback on the outstanding questions based on students’ shared problems 

from the video, quiz and Q & A forum discussion, then moved on to student 

individual/paired work. This part was mainly hands-on learning activities 

designed to develop the third and fourth levels of the cognitive processes in the 

taxonomy. Students were to apply what they learned from the video for 

translation and paraphrase tasks, and answer questions related to text content. 

Individual support was available to students in need of help to complete these 

tasks. For each class period, extended topics deriving from the text were 

assigned in the online forum. After completing their individual/pair work, 

                                            

2 All the forum discussions in IEC were optional, so they are not included in Figure 3.5. Forums 

in IEC served multiple purposes. In addition to problem shooting, brain-storming, teacher 

feedback, and peer tutoring, forum discussions were also a time-coordinator in FC, so they 

were designed as optional to satisfy different student needs.  
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students were encouraged to feed their ideas on the extended topics into the 

online forum and respond to peers’ postings. This online forum group 

discussion served as brainstorming for the project tasks, as well as a time 

coordinator to guarantee that all the students were able to join in the following 

face-to-face group discussion in time.  

 

Figure 3. 5 Class design of the flipped IEC & the blended IEC 
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The last two classroom activities in FC aimed to develop students’ higher-order 

thinking capacity. In the face-to-face classroom discussion, students 

presented and discussed their finished work in class. They were invited to 

complement, clarify or justify their ideas while the instructor gave on-the-spot 

comments. Classroom activities in FC ended up with group work. At the 

beginning of each unit, students were assigned a group work project deriving 

from the theme of its texts. The project tasks aimed to develop students’ higher-

order thinking skills at the top levels of the diamond model. In FC, students 

completed most of a project in class, collaborating with group members face-to-

face. Teacher support was available. Due to the time limit in class, some 

projects were extended after class, where students collected materials, 

completed their share of the task and prepared for in-class collaboration in the 

next class period. Each project was jointly assessed by the instructor, the other 

groups and the participants themselves. Student work that got the highest mark 

in each project was demonstrated to all the students via the online forum. 

The course design in BC is presented in the right column of Figure 3.5. BC 

began its class with teacher feedback on students’ shared problems in the quiz, 

individual work and forum discussions for the previous class period. As 

students in the BC finished their quizzes and individual work after class, more 

outstanding questions needed addressing in the classroom feedback session. 

Therefore, more time was needed for feedback in BC than in FC. Most class 

time in BC was spent on interactive lectures delivered with Power Points 

(PPTs), covering both the video content and the topics in group discussion in 

FC. The last 15 minutes in BC were assigned to group projects. Due to the time 
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limit, groups could barely work out project plans, divide labour, check progress 

or make coordination in class. All groups in BC did their projects out of class. 

Except for class design differences, FC and BC shared all the learning 

resources, completed the same tasks in the LMS, and had the same class 

schedule over the semester.  

The traditional IEC featured direct instruction with PPTs in class and 

assignments after class. Each student was also to do a presentation in groups 

with peers and write essays during the semester. The instructors of the 

traditional class seldom used LMS. As the traditional classroom has little 

relevance to this project, it is not presented here. 

3.7 Research Methods 

This single-site case study adopted a convergent parallel mixed-methods 

design with nested samples to explore and explain the extent to which learning 

activities in flipped EFL classrooms enhance student engagement in the 

learning process and the subsequent learning outcomes.  

The research purpose of this project, to evaluate the effects of learning 

activities on both the learning process and the outcomes, was an incentive for 

this convergent parallel design (QUAL + QUAN). This design attaches equal 

importance to the qualitative and quantitative data (Creswell & Plano Clark, 

2017). A diagram depicting the design procedures for this project is presented 

in Figure 3.6. Both datasets were collected simultaneously. The two datasets 

were first analysed separately, then merged, related and compared side by 

side. The qualitative findings answered RQ1 and its sub-RQs; the quantitative 
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findings answered RQ2 and its sub-RQs. Interpretation and inferences were 

made to answer RQ3 and RQ4. A summary of the RQs and sub-RQs, with their 

data sources and analysis methods, is presented in Table 3.5.  

 The Qualitative Phase 

The qualitative phase sought to uncover students’ affective reactions, perceived 

cognitive gains and behavioural engagement in the learning activities in IEC 

through the participants’ voices. Data for this phase were collected from focus 

group discussions and participant observation and analysed thematically. The 

following sections expound on the data collection and analysis processes. 

3.7.1.1 Focus Group Discussion 

Focus group discussion was administered in this project primarily for its 

strength in uncovering convergent participant voices (Cousin, 2008). It is 

believed that interaction with peers of similar status or background in a 

permissive and non-threatening environment enables participants to give more 

prominence to their perspectives on the issues discussed, thus highlighting 

issues of importance. In addition to the data collection purpose, the interactive 

discussions among participants were used to maximize the process use in 

evaluation, which refers to the effects brought about by an evaluation while it is 

being undertaken (Patton, 1998). Divergence and consensus arising from 

interactions between participants illuminate insight into the issues being 

discussed (Cousin, 2008; Hennink & Leavy, 2014). Students, therefore, may  
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Figure 3. 6 A convergent design of the mixed-methods study of learning activities in FC 
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RQs & sub-RQs Data Sources Data Analysis 

RQ1. To what extent are students in FC 
engaged in the learning activities? 

QUAL 

 

Focus group interviews; 

Participant observation 

 

    RQ1.1 To what extent do students in FC 
react affectively to the learning activities? 

 

Thematic analysis 
    RQ1.2 To what extent do students in FC 
perceive they learn from the learning 
activities? 

    RQ 1.3 To what extent are students in FC 
engaged in learning activities behaviourally? 

RQ 2. What are the overall effects of the 
learning activities on student engagement 
in the learning process and learning 
outcomes in FC? 

QUAN 

 

Learning records of quizzes, 
assignments, group work 
and essays from LMS & 
iWrite; Student scores of 
final examination 

 

 

Descriptive analysis; 
T-tests (or their 
equivalents for non-
parameter data); 
correlation tests and 
regression 

RQ 2.1 To what extent is student 
engagement in learning activities enhanced 
in FC? 

RQ 2.2 To what extent are students’ 
learning outcomes enhanced in FC? 

RQ 3. What affects student 
engagement in learning activities in FC? 

Interpreted and inferred from 
QUAL+QUAN 

 

RQ 4. What are the reflections and 
areas for improvement regarding flipped 
EFL classrooms and formative course 
evaluation? 

Interpreted and inferred from 
QUAL+QUAN 

 

    RQ 4.1 What are critical reflections on 
the design and implementation of flipped 
EFL classrooms? 

  

    RQ 4.2 What are the critical reflections 
on formative course evaluation of flipped 
classrooms? 

 

Table 3. 5 Summary of RQs & sub-RQs, data sources and data analysis 

have a better understanding of their performance in the course and clearer 

goals to work for. Focus groups were also adopted out of ethics and feasibility 

consideration. Collecting data via dynamic interaction between group members, 

focus groups are less affected by the interviewer than traditional interviews 

(Hennink & Leavy, 2014). That reduces the impact of the potential power 

differentials between the teacher and the students and improves data integrity. 
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Besides, focus group discussion is more time-efficient than one-on-one 

interviews; it produces a large amount of data in a relatively short time 

(Bazeley, 2013; Cohen et al., 2011). Without focus groups, it would have been 

impossible to hear voices from over 40 participants within one week and twice a 

semester.  

For formative evaluation purposes, focus groups were administered at two time 

points. Literature on course evaluation supports that multiple time points 

evaluations bring teachers opportunities to make timely adjustments to improve 

teaching (Fisher & Miller, 2008; Holland, 2019), motivate student engagement 

in the course (Sozer et al., 2019) and increase the reliability and validity of 

measurements (Nguyen & Foster, 2018). The Pre-Focus Group (Pre-FG) was 

administered during the fifth week of the autumn semester of 2020 after the first 

two textbook units were completed. The timing was based on the assumption 

that students had become familiar with the course arrangement by then. The 

Pre-FG attempted to obtain a baseline understanding of student perception of 

and engagement in the learning activities and inform timely amendments to 

drawbacks in the course design. The Post-Focus Group (Post-FG) was carried 

out during the examination week at the end of the semester. It aimed to explore 

students’ perceived gains from the learning activities and capture changes over 

the semester. Since participants had zero experience in focus group 

discussion, a video record of a focus group discussion was presented to them 

before they signed up so that they briefly understood their role in the 

discussion.  
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Different grouping strategies were used for Pre-FG and Post-FG. To discover 

commonalities and differences across groups through comparison, I grouped 

the participants with similar accumulated points in LMS in the same group in 

Pre-Focus. Not all the participants took part in the focus group discussion. 

Some students signed up but did not turn up as scheduled. The participation 

rate was high in Pre-FG. Nineteen participants from FC took part in the Pre-FG 

in four groups, and 23 from BC in five groups. There were 4 to 6 participants in 

each group. The coding results of the Pre-FG indicated not many differences in 

student engagement between groups of different academic performance. 

Given this reason and the time limit, students were allowed to set up groups by 

themselves at their convenience in Post-FG. The participants in the Post-FG 

were those taking part in the Pre-FG but were fewer in number. COVID 

recurred towards the end of the autumn semester.  For health and safety 

purposes, SHUPL cut down the two-week examination weeks to one and urged 

all the students to leave the campus as soon as they finished their final 

examinations. As a result, some participants could not attend the focus groups 

as scheduled. By the end of the examination week, 15 participants from FC 

took part in the Post-FG in four groups and nine from BC in two groups. Table 

3.6 presents the participant size in the focus group discussions for this project.  

Focus groups Participant number in FC 

(groups) 

Participant number in BC 

(groups) 

Pre-FG 19 (4) 23 (5) 

Post-FG 15 (4) 9 (2) 

Table 3. 6 Participant numbers in the focus group interview 
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The Post-FG was closed by abiding by the ethical codes of protecting the 

participants from health risk (BERA, 2011) and after I ensured that data were 

saturated. Methodology books suggest that in the practice of qualitative study, 

data saturation is reached when no new information is being added to the 

coding categories and no new category is emerging (Bazeley, 2021). I went 

through BC’s Post-FG transcripts right after the discussions and found that the 

participants in the two groups produced highly repeated views. I then mapped 

the transcripts onto the coding scheme for this project, and no alien information 

was found (which confirmed that the different grouping strategies used for Pre- 

and Post-FGs did not lead to group differences).  Literature on qualitative study 

suggests that 95% of the descriptive categories in an interview are contributed 

by one-fifth of the cases in a homogeneous group (Bazeley, 2021; Collins & 

Onwuegbuzie, 2013; Guest et al., 2006) and that focus group discussions 

produce richer data than a one-on-one interview (Cohen et al., 2011; Hennink & 

Leavy, 2014). That led to my speculation that one-third of the participants from 

BC would suffice to produce views and ideas representing the whole class in 

focus groups. It should be mentioned that the participants turned out more 

active in their self-made groups and produced richer data. Apparently, 

familiarity between group members promoted interaction in the Post-FG 

discussion. However, the coding results show that these differences in 

responses did not result in group differences. 

All the focus group discussions were held in the meeting room across from my 

office. Disruptions were prevented as far as possible. Every participant wrote 

their pseudonyms on a folded paper and displayed it in front of them. Prompt 



 

87 

sheets (Appendix Five) developed from the evaluation framework were used in 

both Pre-FG and Post-FG to ensure that important areas were covered in the 

discussions (Cousin, 2008). Considering the participants lacked focus group 

experience, I prepared 4-5 prompt questions for each discussion in case high 

moderation was needed (Cousin, 2008). The questions were used flexibly 

during the discussions. The discussions were held in Chinese, the participants' 

mother tongue, to minimize misunderstanding and maximize chances for the 

participants to express themselves freely and clearly. I acted as both the 

moderator and the observer, encouraging the participants to talk, ensuring all 

voices were equally expressed and taking notes of the crucial issues being 

discussed. Group discussions in the Pre-FG lasted one to two hours. Most 

group discussions in the Post-FG lasted about an hour. 

At the end of each group discussion, I debriefed the group on the critical areas 

covered in the discussion and allowed them time to correct or expand on their 

contributions. I used both my laptop and iFly, a real-time transcription device, to 

record the group discussions. All the recordings and transcripts in iFly were 

destroyed and deleted right after I stored and encrypted them on my laptop. For 

member checking, I presented the transcript to each group member who 

contributed to it. Each transcript was labelled as “Class-Focus Group Type-

Group Number”. For example, the transcript from FC’s first focus group in the 

Pre-FG discussion was labelled as FC-Pre-FG-1.  
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3.7.1.2 Participant Observation 

Participant observation was employed to corroborate data collected from focus 

group discussions. The unique strength of observation lies in its affordance of 

live data from naturally occurring social situations (Cohen et al., 2011). In 

practice, what people do may differ from what they say they do. Observation, in 

this sense, provides a reality check and assists in understanding human 

actions. It is also used to uncover unexpressed student voices. Observational 

data are sensitive to contexts (Cohen et al., 2011). They enable researchers to 

be aware of the contexts of programmes and see things that might otherwise be 

unconsciously missed out, such as those students might not talk about freely in 

an interview. When used in combination with other research methods, 

observation becomes an essential tool for understanding the “backstage 

culture” (Cohen et al., 2011, p. 465) and “causation at work” (p. 471), leading to 

sound explanations and interpretations of the event. As a popular method of 

data collection in education, observation offers an unobstructed view of student 

learning practice in a realistic context, which informs “formative and 

developmental feedback to guide teacher improvement efforts” and illuminates 

linking mechanisms between classroom processes and desired outcomes 

(Martinez et al., 2016, p. 15).  

Participant observation in this project went on throughout the whole data 

collection period as unobtrusively as possible so that the participants remained 

in a natural learning environment. It covered student engagement in learning 

activities both in class and online, such as their management of learning, their 

reactions to and performance in learning tasks, the linked change over time, 
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and any other critical events. For example, I noted down that students 

repeatedly made queries about the final exam towards the end of the semester 

as a sign of student attitude towards learning that would influence their 

behaviour. Field notes were kept immediately after each class or any critical 

event. To increase the reliability of the notes to be taken and make sure all 

essential factors were included in every piece of note, I used a structured field 

note form (Appendix Six) adapted from Spradley’s checklist of field note content 

(Spradley, 1980, p.78 cited from Cohen et al., 2011, p.467). This checklist gives 

prominence to acts and activities, so it serves well my purpose of observing 

student engagement in learning activities and their reactions. A reflection 

section was added to the original checklist. As part of the observational data, 

the field notes were primarily used to assist in explaining and interpreting the 

data from focus group discussions. 

3.7.1.3 Thematic Analysis 

Thematic analysis was employed to uncover participants’ collective voices, 

consensus, and diversities in their learning experiences from focus groups. 

Focus groups and thematic analysis match each other well. Focus group 

discussions excel in developing themes (Cohen et al., 2011). Thematic analysis 

helps examine different perspectives and highlight similarities and differences 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006; Nowell et al., 2017), which are distinctive features of 

focus group discussions (Barbour, 2013). 

A holistic idea of the data was obtained before I set into coding. I took field 

notes while moderating the group discussions and did debriefing to participants 



 

90 

at the end of each discussion. After the discussion recording was transcribed 

verbatim automatically, I proofread all the transcripts and added paralinguistic 

information to each of them according to the recording. By immersing myself in 

it, I managed to get familiarized with data, which was essential for obtaining the 

feeling of the whole (Nowell et al., 2017).  

A coding scheme was developed, from four transcripts of the focus groups (two 

from Pre-FG and two from Post-FG), as a foundation for coding and a trail of 

evidence to guarantee credibility in data analysis (Nowell et al., 2017). 

Categories and sub-categories in the scheme were either derived deductively 

from the evaluative framework of the Kirkpatrick Model or generated inductively 

from the text data. The Model’s first three criteria, affective reaction, learning 

and behaviour, were utilized as higher-order codes to help organize data 

(Nowell et al., 2017). The fourth criterion in the Model, results, was not included 

in the coding scheme because it was examined with numerical data. The sub-

categories under these three criteria were derived from the flipped practice 

literature or the text data. All the lower-order codes were data-driven. The pre-

defined categories work well for comparison purposes (Vaismoradi et al., 2013) 

and help capture consensus and diversities among students both within FC and 

between FC and BC. However, Nowell et al. (2017) warn that using pre-defined 

categories tends to risk losing the richness of data. It should be noted that 

although I used the Kirkpatrick framework to guide coding, it did not mean I was 

committed to staying within the framework. Instead, I tried to stay open to the 

data to capture emerging themes.  After establishing the higher-order codes, I 

coded the transcripts openly, giving full and equal attention to data items and 
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identifying interesting aspects in the data. Then I mapped the lower-order codes 

from open coding on the framework to check fitness. Two categories, 

improvement and factors, emerged from the data. It is worth mentioning that the 

coding scheme was not rigidly set but evolved as I further engaged with the 

data and my understanding developed. For example, the sub-category previous 

experience evolved from “miscellaneous” codes that did not seem to fit into any 

category (Braun & Clarke, 2006). However, as I engaged with the data further, I 

came to realize it was an important factor that influenced students’ attitudes 

towards and behaviour in learning activities in IEC. 

Thematic analysis in this project incorporates manifest and latent data analysis, 

as themes were derived from deductive and inductive categories and matched 

the research questions. For analytic credibility, I wrote memos for all the codes 

at each level to identify emerging impressions that may form the basis of 

themes. I kept adjusting the codes throughout the analysis to ensure each 

theme was supported coherently and sufficiently by data. The qualitative data 

were coded with Atlas.ti version 9. 

 The Quantitative Phase 

The quantitative phase aimed to understand the overall effects of FC students’ 

engagement by examining both their effort in the learning activities throughout 

the semester and the outcomes of their academic performance in the learning 

tasks and the final examination. Data for this phase were primarily collected 

from LMS, a common practice for educational evaluative studies (Papamitsiou 
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& Economides, 2014). Learning records from all the participants in the two 

classes (n = 53) were collected. 

3.7.2.1 Student Learning Records  

Quantitative data to examine FC students’ enhanced engagement in learning 

activities and improved academic performance were mainly collected from 

Chaoxing, the institutional LMS where the learning resources of IEC were 

presented to students and most learning activities were mediated. Data on 

essay writing were collected from iWrite. Student learning records of video 

watching, quizzes, forum discussion, individual exercises, essay writing, group 

work and the final examination were collected from both classes and compared 

for evidence of enhanced performance in FC. A summary of the learning 

activities in IEC and the corresponding learning records, together with the task 

time and the task types in both classes, is presented in Figure 3.7 for a rapid 

grasp of the implementation procedures. 

Regarding student engagement in pre-class instructional videos, the ratio of 

the actual time a student spends watching a video to the length of the video 

(Rw/l) was used as an indicator of engagement. Compared with the video-

watching time, which is very much affected by the length of a video, and the 

access rate, a more valid indicator of disengagement than engagement, 

according to Ellis et al. (2017), the Rw/l tells the extent to which a student 

completes a video. When Rw/l = 1, it indicates a student watches a video 100%. 

Rw/l > 1 suggests a video is repeated; the larger the Rw/l, the greater the extent 

to which a video is repeated. Conversely, Rw/l < 1 means that a student does not 
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finish watching a video. Thus, Rw/l is more accurate as an indicator of 

engagement than the time spent on a video or the number of accesses made to 

a video. All the videos were further divided into three sub-groups: grammar 

videos, writing videos and text videos. The Rw/l of all the three sub-groups in the 

two classes were compared.  

Figure 3. 7  Summary of the learning activities in IEC and the corresponding learning records  
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When measuring student engagement in forum discussions, the number of 

postings each student placed in the discussion forums and that of the likes they 

received from their peers were collected. The forum discussions were divided 

into four sub-groups: student-led discussion, teacher-led exercise discussion, 

teacher-led topic discussion and student exemplar work discussion. As each 

discussion included different topics, each student’s average postings per 

discussion (Rp/d) was used to measure student engagement in the online forum. 

Every student’s completion rates of their quizzes, individual work and essays 

were collected to measure student engagement in these independent 

exercises. Student attempts to revise their essays were also collected to help 

understand their effort in essay writing. In measuring student engagement in 

group work projects, every student’s completion rate of all the projects and 

their attempts to peer assessment were collected. 

Students’ grades for quizzes, individual exercises, essays and group work 

projects throughout the semester, and those in the final examination, were 

collected to measure their academic performance and examine the enhanced 

performance in FC. Each quiz had about 15 objective items; all were 

automatically rated and transferred to the hundred-mark system. Each 

individual exercise had about ten items made up of translation, paraphrase 

and text-related questions. A human teacher rated every item on an A to E 

scale, where A was automatically converted to the full mark, B to 80%, C to 

70%, D to 60% and E to 50%. An item was rated zero if it was not answered. In 

addition, students wrote two essays during the semester via iWrite, a corpus-

based automatic essay rating system. Essays were rated in terms of language 
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(35%), content (50%), and organization (15%). Group work projects were 

assessed by both the teachers and the students, where teacher assessment 

accounted for 60% of the total grade and peer assessment for 40%. However, 

as focus group discussions indicated, most students did not follow the 

assessment criteria in peer assessment; only the grades assigned by the 

teacher were used for data analysis.  

Student scores from the final examination were collected as an indicator of the 

overall learning outcome of the semester. Instead of GPAs that include daily 

student performance, the final examination grades were used to minimize 

repeated measurement. Vocabulary and grammar items in the final examination 

were selected from the textbook content to measure knowledge retention. They 

were all objective items and were rated automatically. Translation, cloze, 

reading and writing items measured students' language and higher-order 

thinking skills. The keywords in each translation item were selected from the 

texts students learned in the semester. Human teachers rated translation items 

based on loyalty to the original language and language accuracy. Cloze and 

reading items were randomly selected from the question bank of College 

English Tests and were automatically rated. The 200-word essay was rated by 

human teachers with the same essay rating criteria in iWrite mentioned above. 

The IEC final examination tested students’ reading and writing proficiencies but 

not listening and speaking proficiency. No additional standardized tests 

examined students’ listening and speaking proficiency at the end of the 

semester when this project was carried out. Therefore, data on students’ 

listening and speaking proficiency were not available.  
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3.7.2.2 Statistic Analysis 

Normality tests, together with the skewness and Kurtosis and the scatterplots of 

the data, were conducted first to decide the appropriate statistical tests that 

followed. Independent sample t-tests or Mann-Whitney U tests, in case data 

were not normally distributed, were run to check whether there were statistically 

significant differences (Cohen et al., 2011) in student engagement in learning 

activities between FC and BC and where the differences lay. Paired sample t-

tests (or the Wilcoxon tests in case of the non-normal distribution of data) were 

used to determine the within-class difference (Cohen et al., 2011) in student 

engagement when there were two sub-types of a learning activity. When there 

were more than three sub-types of a learning activity, Friedman tests were 

conducted to determine within-class differences in student engagement (Cohen 

et al., 2011). The Wilcoxon tests were then conducted as post hoc tests to 

determine where the differences existed. In such cases, Bonferroni correction 

was applied to adjust the significance level p = .05 by dividing the p-value by 

the number of pairwise tests performed (Armstrong, 2014).  

In terms of the student grades, missing data were replaced by series means. 

The independent t-tests or Mann-Whitney U tests, in case data were not 

normally distributed, were administered to determine whether there were 

statistically significant differences in student grades for the learning tasks and 

the final examination between FC and BC. Correlation tests were run to check 

the association between student performance in the learning tasks and their 

grades and the direction and magnitude of the relationship. Multiple regression 

analysis was further run to check whether student engagement in the learning 
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tasks predicted their academic outcomes and, if so, to calculate the weighting 

of the independents on the dependents (Cohen et al., 2011). The quantitative 

data were analysed with SPSS 28. 

3.8 Validity and Reliability 

By employing both qualitative and quantitative methods to evaluate the 

effectiveness of learning activities in the learning process and outcomes, the 

mixed-methods design of this project optimizes the opportunities to acquire 

credible evidence for improvement (Collins & Onwuegbuzie, 2013). Merging 

data can be the most challenging part of this design because it requires the 

same measures or assessments on both the quantitative and qualitative 

datasets (Creswell, 2013), a critical validity indicator of a convergent parallel 

mixed-methods design (Creswell, 2014). 

This consistency issue in measurement was solved by the evaluation 

framework and the data integration strategy for this project. Creswell (2014) 

suggests conceptual or theoretical frameworks are important to the design of 

mixed-methods research. By attending to the Kirkpatrick Model’s evaluative 

criteria, this project’s quantitative and qualitative data complemented or 

elaborated on each other systematically. I built parallel constructs by combining 

the objective quantitative data on student performance in the learning tasks with 

the self-reported qualitative data depicting student engagement that contributed 

to their performance in these tasks. By doing so, data from the two phases 

were investigated side by side, and findings were grounded in the data. More 

importantly, findings were less biased when self-reported data were examined 
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together with objective data. The evaluative framework and the data integration 

strategy added to this mixed-methods research validity or credibility, a 

qualitative term corresponding to the quantitative concept of validity (Yilmaz, 

2013).  

The initial equivalence of the participants in the two classes and the descriptive 

validity (Collins & Onwuegbuzie, 2013) helped mitigate this project’s sampling 

weakness. Convenience sampling and a small participant size may 

compromise the generalizability of a project. The self-evaluative nature of this 

project denotes that I studied the course and the classes of students I was 

teaching. However, it is worth mentioning that students, though of the same 

major, were randomly assigned to the two classes under investigation, so 

selection bias was minimized. Admittedly, a sample size of no more than 28 

participants in each group and less than 53 in total was not ideal for a rigorous 

quantitative educational study (Creswell, 2013). Nevertheless, the initial 

equivalence of the participants (as presented in Section 3.2) reduces the 

number of sampling units necessary for data saturation and statistical 

significance (Bazeley, 2013; Collins & Onwuegbuzie, 2013; Guest et al., 2006; 

Hennink & Leavy, 2014), hence reducing the consequences from the sampling 

weakness. In addition, I tried to maximize the descriptive validity, which refers 

to the factual accuracy of the account,  to build up the credibility of this study 

(Collins & Onwuegbuzie, 2013). Towards the end of each focus group 

discussion, I played back to the group the important issues that had been 

covered and allowed students time to comment, revise or expand on their 

contribution to guarantee descriptive precision when reporting the findings. In 
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addition, interview transcripts were shared with participants for member-

checking. I kept field notes of my observations and reflections to accumulate 

evidence and establish the credibility of conclusions. I tried to maintain 

transparency by giving thick descriptions of the context, participants, actions 

and events and attending to divergent results and negative cases so that 

naturalistic generalizations could be made (Collins & Onwuegbuzie, 2013). 

Though the generalizability of the findings may be limited to practitioners in EFL 

flipping pedagogy and course evaluation, the global ensemble of teaching 

English as a foreign language, flipping pedagogy and quality enhancement may 

well expand the chance of case-to-case transfer.  

My stance as an insider researcher also adds to the validity of the findings. 

According to Trowler (2016), insiders are culturally literate, which leads to good 

judgement, an essential element for successful case study research. With a 

good knowledge of the context, insiders are more likely to capture complexity in 

a university’s unique multiple cultural configurations. The most direct benefit is 

that insider researchers have better access to naturalistic data and 

respondents. As the lecturer of IEC, I worked closely with my students and 

stayed responsive to their needs in learning. As a result, trust and empathy 

were established between us; all the students in the two classes were ready to 

participate in the project. Student voice managed to be maximized. I informed 

my participants of the evaluation process and tried to raise their awareness of 

the utility of both the evaluation process and the outcomes. Student ownership 

was, therefore, increased. The maximized participant voice and their increased 
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ownership, in turn, enhanced the integrity of the data and validity of the 

research findings (Scriven, 2003; Yilmaz, 2013).  

That said, I understand the negative sides of being an insider. It may become 

difficult for an insider to notice some dimensions of the lived practice that are 

apparent to an outsider because these dimensions are normalized (Bell & 

Waters, 2014; Trowler, 2016). Additionally, power relations may be involved in 

researching students one is teaching. To avoid these potential negative 

consequences, I elected to collect data via less obstructive methods.  

3.9  Ethical Considerations 

Ethical approval of this project was granted by the Department of Educational 

Research at Lancaster University. This project involved collecting data from 

student participants via focus group discussions; power differentials between 

the teacher and the student participants and confidentiality between group 

members were the two major ethical issues that needed to be addressed. 

The potential power relations arising from a teacher researcher researching 

students he/she is teaching was the biggest threat to ethics and data integrity in 

this project. The following measures were taken to guard against the potential 

risk: when introducing this project to students, I made it clear and emphasized 

to all the students in the two classes that participation was voluntary and not 

associated with any form of assessment for the course and that non-

participation or withdrawal would not lead to any adverse consequences. In 

data collection, focus groups were administered instead of the one-on-one 

interview to avoid potential interview bias arising from the teacher-student 



 

101 

power differentials (Trowler, 2016). Considering that the participants in this 

project were involved in multiple data collection sessions, I added a sign-up 

procedure before each focus group discussion so that participants could 

choose how they were engaged in data collection. It turned out to be a wise 

decision, as some students did not sign up for focus groups though they 

consented to participate in the project. In the pandemic emergency, I was 

aware that any potential health risk should be guarded against when collecting 

data, so I stopped recruiting participants or rescheduling discussions when I 

realized prolonged data collection would increase the risk of exposing the 

student participants to the threat of COVID. 

As focus groups involve more participants than interviews in one sitting, 

confidentiality is more at risk. At the beginning of each discussion, I reminded 

the participants not to reveal information about the discussion without the 

permission of the other group members. 

3.10 Summary 

This chapter commences with my rationale for formative course evaluation and 

the mixed-methods design, followed by a brief introduction of the sampling 

strategy and my epistemological stance. Then the Kirkpatrick Model, the 

evaluation framework adopted in this project, is presented, and the research 

context briefly described. The context section is positioned here because it 

incorporates sub-sections on the LMS and the course design of the classes 

under evaluation, which are closely related to the research design of this 

project. An overview of the convergent parallel mixed-methods design for this 
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project is given afterwards. Then data collection and analysis methods are 

described in detail. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the reliability 

and validity of the study and the ethical considerations I made when doing this 

evaluative project. 
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Chapter 4: The Qualitative Findings 

4.1 Introduction 

The qualitative phase explored students’ affective reactions, perceived 

cognitive gains and behavioural engagement in the learning activities through 

the participants’ voices. Kirkpatrick emphasizes that the four levels in the Model 

should be examined in sequence so that the evaluation results are understood 

with precision (Kirkpatrick, 1996; Kirkpatrick & Kirkpatrick, 2006). As such, the 

qualitative data were explored before the quantitative results to answer RQ 1 

and its sub-QRs: 

RQ1. To what extent are students in FC engaged in the learning 

activities? 

    RQ 1.1 To what extent do students in FC react affectively to the 

learning activities? 

    RQ 1.2 To what extent do students in FC perceive they learned from 

the learning activities? 

RQ 1.3 To what extent are students in FC engaged in the learning 

activities behaviourally? 

Data for this phase were mainly collected from focus group discussions. Field 

notes of participant observation were used to assist in explaining or interpreting 

the focus group discussions. Themes were derived from and centred on student 

engagement in the learning activities and are presented in order of the learning 

activities in FC. Each theme centred on one specific learning activity and 
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answered the sub-RQs in sequence. Data from BC is presented alongside FC 

for a better understanding of student engagement typical of FC. The italicised 

texts in this chapter are direct quotes translated from the participants’ 

responses given in Chinese in the focus group discussions. 

4.2 Student Engagement in Recorded Instructional Videos (theme 1) 

As in a typical flipped classroom, FC began with students watching videos 

before class, which accounted for 20% of the points for students’ daily 

performance in FC. There were usually one or two videos for each period. After 

adjustments were made based on student suggestions in Pre-FG, each video 

lasted no more than 15 minutes. The videos fell into three sub-types to impart 

text-related language knowledge to students and prepare them for hands-on 

classroom practices. During the semester of this project, the grammar videos 

for IEC covered grammatical knowledge on verbal tenses, articles, determiners, 

nouns, conjunctions, imperative sentences, inversion and relative clauses.  The 

writing videos introduced to the students the genres of narration, exposition and 

argumentation, the techniques of compare and contrast, the style issues of 

sentence fragments and comma splices, and the rhetorical device of 

parallelism. The text videos presented the students briefly with the text to be 

covered in the coming period, mainly to address the language points used in 

the text. Videos were not a requirement of BC but were available to its students 

as an online learning resource. Five per cent of the points for daily performance 

were allocated to video watching in BC to encourage students to use the video 

resources to assist in learning. 
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 Student Affective Reactions to Recorded Instructional Videos 

Overall, students in FC were satisfied with the video resources, grammar 

videos, in particular, describing them as helpful, useful and covering essential 

knowledge content of the text. They took watching videos as the primary source 

of knowledge. Some participants held that this pre-class learning task equipped 

them with sufficient knowledge to answer quiz questions, prepared them for 

individual exercises in class, and improved classroom efficiency. Some 

mentioned its unique strengths of repeatability and controllability that were 

impossible with a classroom lecture delivered by a human teacher. They 

reported they learned better from videos because they could control the pace of 

learning and time spent on it. Towards the end of the semester, some 

participants concluded that video-watching was one of the most practical 

learning activities of the flipped class.  

However, participants in FC differed in their perception of the difficulty level of 

the videos. While some claimed video content was no more difficult than high 

school level, some felt videos spoke too fast for them to catch up, some 

confessed they could not learn as much by watching videos as by reading 

printed words, and there were also students who expressed a need for mother 

tongue support. As students in FC attached importance to videos, they 

experienced anxiety when they failed to understand the content and had to 

rewind the videos repeatedly. Some went restless when unable to stay 

organized and finish watching videos before class. 
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Due to the difference in course design, participants in the two classes differed 

in their perceptions of the roles videos played. Students in BC took videos as 

supplements to lectures. They thought videos were handy when they failed to 

follow the lecture and missed important class content or doing individual 

exercises. They added that learning grammar via videos was more effective 

than lectures because videos are condensed and short, so they were more 

likely to notice the key points. However, they still preferred interactive lectures. 

To them, videos were less interactive than classroom lectures. Consequently, 

they kept drifting away from the one-way videos despite their compactness.  

Grace: Videos cover the same subject content as lectures but 

are condensed and much shorter. But they appear dull and 

rigid and, therefore, less impressive. I forget video content 

within days. 

BC-Pre-FG-2 

It is worth noting that some students in FC reported the same problems with the 

one-way transmitted video. In addition to the challenge of staying focused, 

some felt that video content appeared less impressive to them, resulting in 

short memory of what was learned. 

 Student Perceived Gains from Recorded Instructional Videos  

Participants in FC reported they learned language knowledge of vocabulary, 

grammatical rules and text-related content from videos. However, learning 

effects varied among participants, especially in the first half of the semester. 
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While some claimed they could complete pre-class quizzes and in-class 

exercises and participate in discussions with what they had learned from 

videos, some reported they had difficulty understanding the video content even 

after they repeated videos for times. As a result, they made many mistakes in 

quizzes and exercises, especially about vocabulary and grammar.  

By the end of the semester, participants in FC reported improved language 

skills. They could better understand videos delivered in English and paraphrase 

without relying too much on the teacher’s explanations. They no longer blindly 

took everything down from video recordings. Most students learned to choose 

what to write down as they were more capable of identifying what was critical 

for themselves. These changes in note-taking from trying to copy the content to 

a meaningful understanding indicated a transformation from surface learning to 

deep learning on the learners’ part (Ellis et al., 2017). Moreover, they 

developed better learning skills. They were more efficient as they could make 

better use of LMS and became technology-savvy. More students started to take 

electronic notes by using Notability or Microsoft OneNote.Their learning 

autonomy developed accordingly. 

As a result of the different roles videos played, students in BC differed 

tremendously in their perceived gains from videos. Students in BC rendered 

videos relatively limited in use and barely mentioned any gains from videos in 

their discussions. 
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 Student Behavioural Engagement in Recorded Instructional Videos 

Students in FC demonstrated great agency and developed techniques for 

handling videos. Almost all the participants reported that they took control when 

watching videos.  

Sissi: I control the video speed. I usually speed up the video by 

1.5 times but will pause to read the textbook and look up the 

dictionary.  

Irene: I am a little inefficient. I need to repeat it at least twice 

before I understand the content. And I’ll pause a long sentence 

many times to understand it; otherwise, I forget the previous 

part of the sentence when moving on. 

Allen: The same as they do. I need to repeat the videos. I will 

rewind the videos to take notes. 

Alisa: I usually watch a video twice. I go through the video 

without a stop for the first time to have a general understanding 

of it and take notes during the second time, pausing and 

rewinding it where necessary. 

FC- Pre-FG-1 

The time and effort students spent varied by the length or content of the videos. 

Many students claimed that they would spend much more time on grammar 

videos. Nonetheless, they were less likely to repeat a video if it was long.  
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As time went on, students could regulate their learning better. At the beginning 

of the semester, some would forget to watch videos; by the time of the Pre-

Focus, students had become more organized. Almost all students could finish 

watching videos before class. Nonetheless, some students lacked self-control, 

were vulnerable to distractions when watching videos and failed to complete the 

task repeatedly. To enhance efficiency and effectiveness, students would 

familiarize themselves with vocabulary and text content before watching videos. 

They would choose the time and places to watch videos to avoid interruption. 

Some collaborated with roommates for that purpose. 

Renata: If possible, our dorm will find a time and watch the 

video together. 

Zoe: Yes, so we don’t interrupt each other. When someone 

needs to pause to take notes, we would stop and wait or do 

something else related. 

FC- Pre-FG- 2 

Towards the end of the semester, students managed their learning more 

efficiently. They established the habit of using Internet resources or reference 

books to assist their understanding of the video content. They would review 

videos when encountering problems in quizzes or assignments. Some would 

review videos regularly to combat short memory. However, students still varied 

in their technological skills. While some learned how to control videos and use 

LMS within the first few weeks, some students never managed to watch videos 
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on their computers simply because they did not know how to run Flash to allow 

videos to be played on their computers.  

As students in FC and BC used videos for different purposes, they differed 

tremendously in how they dealt with them. Though videos were not a 

requirement of BC, most students still watched videos, but only as 

supplementary resources after lectures. Most of them made use of videos to 

assist themselves in completing quizzes and assignments; some would turn to 

videos to make up notes that they had missed out in lectures. Some students 

reported they would rewind the videos and take notes to understand them well. 

However, more admitted they just ran over videos but kept drifting away.   

4.3 Student Engagement in Quizzes (theme 2) 

Quizzes were designed to test students’ knowledge retention and 

understanding of the video content.  Students in FC were to do pre-class 

quizzes after watching the video(s). In BC, students took quizzes after the 

lecture. Quizzes in BC were, at first, taken in class but moved out of class after 

the Pre-FG as students complained that limited class time affected their 

performance in quizzes. 

4.3.1 Student Affective Reactions to Quizzes 

Students in both classes tended to use quiz outcomes as indicators of learning 

effects and were, therefore, emotionally affected by quiz scores. They felt down 

and anxious about their poor performance and low grades and were motivated 

when they made progress or achieved higher scores. 
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Lynn: I did pretty poor in quizzes previously. I am exalted now 

that I can have progressively higher scores. 

FC- Pre-FG- 2 

Mari: I am dissatisfied with everything about myself. I am doing 

so poorly and still making many mistakes despite my effort. 

FC- Pre-FG- 4 

Sue: It is not about the form of the task but the score. My 

average points go down because of the low quiz score. 

Tim: Yes, that is what makes me anxious. 

Sophie: But it brings me a sense of achievement when my 

scores progressively increase. 

Tim: Yes, this is when I am motivated most. 

BC- Pre-FG- 1 

Except for their similar response to quiz scores, students in FC and BC reacted 

to quizzes per se quite differently. Though anxious about their performance, 

students in FC were uniformly positive towards quizzes. Students from FC 

shared that quizzes were effective for learning because they were closely 

related to the video content and helped them check the extent they learned. 

They held that quizzes motivated them to watch videos in time, helped them 

realize what they failed to learn, promoted them to review or make further 
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inquiries and expanded their exchange with peers. In the post-FG, some 

students concluded quizzes were the most conducive to learning; some went so 

far as to take the pre-class video + quiz as the principal part of IEC instead of 

the face-to-face classroom learning. 

In contrast, students in BC expressed more negative feelings related to 

quizzes. Because of the time limit, they felt nervous when doing quizzes in 

class. Some felt resistant to in-class quizzes because they were reminded of 

the dreadful experience of sitting exams. Some students attributed their poor 

performance to the LMS interface, complaining that it was inconvenient to use 

and uncomfortable to read on and claiming that they could have done quizzes 

better on paper. However, students’ discomfort with the LMS relented when 

they were habituated to doing tasks online and performed better in quizzes, 

especially when they had enough time to finish the task after quizzes were 

moved out of class. Some students started to embrace doing tasks online, 

seeing it as a trend for education in the future.  

4.3.2 Student Perceived Gains from Quizzes 

Quizzes enhance learning because they not only feed back learning outcomes 

but also indicate the effectiveness of videos. Students in FC confirmed that 

quizzes enhanced their language knowledge and developed their learning 

skills. They were more familiar with the LMS and made better use of tools for 

learning. In contrast, students in BC rarely mentioned any gains from doing 

quizzes, which might very well result from their negative feelings about quizzes 

that affected their performance. 
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4.3.3 Student Behavioural Engagement in Quizzes 

Students in both FC and BC demonstrated significant autonomy in doing 

quizzes. To get higher scores, most students would review what they had 

learned before taking quizzes or take quizzes as soon as they learned the text 

when their memories of the content were still fresh. Most of them could finish 

quizzes in time. Some would go further to review or make further inquiries to 

solve their problems encountered in quizzes. Besides, students in both classes 

paid close attention to quiz scores. Students’ exceptional agency in quizzes can 

be partly explained by their perception of quizzes as a gauge of learning 

effects. However, it should be noted that in both classes were students who 

lacked autonomy and failed to finish quizzes in time repeatedly. 

When doing quizzes before class, students in FC made better use of their 

devices to contain the inconvenience of the LMS interface.  

Evan: You don’t have to scroll the screen up and down. 

Gordon: Yes, I use two devices, one to read the question items 

and the other to answer the questions. So, it does not trouble 

me much if questions and choices are not displayed on the 

same page. 

FC-Pre-FG-4 

In contrast, more students in BC were struggling with the LMS. Quite a few 

students in BC were unfamiliar with the LMS, especially at the beginning of the 

semester. They could not stay organized when doing quizzes via LMS, 
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especially when they were doing quizzes in class. They always handled the 

interface by mistake, which distracted their attention from quiz questions. Some 

could never remember to save their answers and kept starting over again when 

their answers were lost. In addition to the technical issues, some students in BC 

reported they forgot to take quizzes after they were moved out of class. 

Besides, students in FC interacted more with classmates about quizzes. When 

they had trouble answering quiz questions, they would like to discuss their 

problems with peers in addition to referring to other resources. However, some 

students in FC made every attempt to find answers to quizzes. Some checked 

quiz questions before watching videos so that they could have a clearer focus 

on video content; some took quizzes over videos so that it was much easier to 

find answers. 

4.4 Student Engagement in Online Discussion (theme 3) 

Forum discussions fell into four sub-types. An online discussion forum was 

available for students to discuss problems they encountered in learning a 

specific section and share ideas on given topics. These problem discussions 

were further divided into two sub-types: one was led by students themselves, 

where they posted their problems and discussed them with peers. The other 

was teacher-led, where the lecturer posted common errors from student work 

for students to discuss. The lecturer also led topic discussions in the forum, 

where topics related to the text were posted for students to share and exchange 

ideas. Lastly, exemplary student group work for each unit was posted in the 

forum to improve student performance, with teacher comments alongside. 
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Students were encouraged to write their comments on the exemplary work and 

reflections on their performance. All four sub-types of forum discussions were 

optional to serve different student learning needs. This design of optional 

participation helped capture, more truthfully than required activities, how the 

students in the two classrooms involved themselves in the learning activities for 

different purposes. Unlike video-watching and quizzes, where student 

engagement was much influenced by class design, there appeared to be fewer 

overall between-class differences in students’ engagement in forum 

discussions. 

4.4.1 Student Affective Reactions to Online Forum Discussions 

Participants were generally positive about the forum discussions. They shared 

that forum discussions solved most of their puzzles and enhanced learning. A 

large portion of the participants from FC deemed forum discussion the most 

useful and efficient learning activity in IEC.  

Rachel: The investigation is a process of verifying my 

understanding, and explaining my understanding to others 

enhances memory. 

FC- Pre-FG- 2 

Niamh: I find it very meaningful. To avoid misleading my 

classmates, I will try to refer to authoritative resources. I am 

more meticulous in learning than before. 

FC- Pre-FG- 3 
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Sophie: Sometimes, I am not quite sure about the answer 

to the question either. That prompts me to make further 

references. The point is that when I answer that question with 

what I have found out, both of us learn. 

Tim: Yes. 

Sue: And it is more impressive when we get the answer 

through discussion and investigation. 

Ella: Exactly.  

Sue: The more complicated the question, the more helpful 

discussion and exploration are to enhance understanding.  

BC- Pre-FG- 1 

Forum discussions not only enhanced student memory and understanding of 

what they learned but produced a sense of belonging, which is a critical 

contributor to student engagement (Kahu & Nelson, 2018). Most students 

admitted they benefited most from reading peers’ postings in the forum even 

though they didn’t ask any questions. As for those who sought help in the 

forum, they confirmed that peers were so responsive that they felt supported.  

Positive as most students were, there were still different voices. Helpful as 

students thought of forum discussions, some held it was secondary to the 

teacher’s explanations. Many students, especially those in BC, indicated a 

distinct preference for teacher-led discussions, as they included problems 
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common to them. Students’ awareness of their shared problems gave rise to 

their doubt about the accountability of their peers’ answers, which may help 

explain their preference for teacher feedback. 

Nora: After all, we are students. I would like to use the 

forum as a channel more to exchange ideas with my 

classmates [than solve problems]. 

Bella: The answers produced by us may not be as reliable 

as those by teachers. 

Ivan: No, they are not. I will not rely on my classmates’ 

explanations too much. 

Nora: It appears they are not quite sure about their own 

understanding. 

Ivan: Those long explanations are just downloaded from 

the internet and may not be reliable. 

BC- Pre-FG- 4 

It should be noted that students, in general, preferred to have answers that 

were simple and to the point rather than long and complicated. Some were 

impatient to read long answers; some felt it difficult to make sense of the long 

and inclusive explanations. There were still students who considered forum 

discussion of limited use, as answers in it were similar, or the questions and 

answers were difficult to understand and follow. It is also worth mentioning that 
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students in both classes expressed their point-earning mentality in joining in 

forum discussions, though some were quite annoyed by their peers’ point-

earning attempts. 

4.4.2 Student Perceived Gains from Online Forum discussions 

Students in FC and BC consistently testified that forum discussions enhanced 

their language knowledge. They had their questions straightened out, made up 

what they had failed to learn and enhanced their memory and understanding of 

what they had learned. Moreover, they were motivated to explore reliable 

answers, where their learning skills were improved. Most importantly, they 

learned to compare and judge peers’ postings, indicating higher-order thinking 

skills (Bergmann & Sams, 2014).  

4.4.3 Student Behavioural Engagement in Online Forum Discussions 

While there appeared little distinct between-class difference in how students 

participated in forum discussions, there were apparent cross-case differences 

within the class. On the whole, students in both classes demonstrated great 

initiative and collaboration in student-led forum discussions. Most of them 

joined discussions for two primary purposes: to solve the problems they 

encountered and earn points by answering peers’ questions. That said, many of 

them admitted they joined forum discussions more to answer than to ask 

questions. There were signs of a point-earning mentality among students. Most 

students regulated their participation in discussion by their points in LMS and 

measured their performance by comparing points with peers. Though driven by 

points, they were serious with what they posted. They would try to produce 
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reliable answers by making further references and inquiries before posting their 

answers in the forum. Some students paid close attention to forum discussions 

and would log in to LMS regularly to follow the postings in which they were 

interested.  

Students varied in their way when reading the postings. Some would go 

through every posting and take down what was helpful to them; some just read 

the latest postings as they found out peers would post similar answers to the 

same questions. Some students were considerate and self-restrained. They 

would rather not earn points than repeat the questions or answers. They read 

the discussions, gave likes to the postings they approved and left without 

posting anything. As a result, students would pay particular attention to the 

postings with more likes. Many students insisted on finishing quizzes before 

visiting the forum even though they knew that they could find answers to 

quizzes in the forum and that some of their peers did that for higher quiz 

grades.  

Some students had clear orientations when visiting the forum. Some visited the 

forum only when they could not solve their problems. Some paid particular 

attention to teacher-led discussions or joined in teacher-led discussions only. 

That said, students were less interactive and engaged in teacher-led 

discussions. Most of them just came to post their answers or ideas and left, not 

reading peers’ postings or caring whether their postings were repeated or 

correct. As a result, they did not learn much from the discussion. There were 

usually several questions in a teacher-led discussion. Some students would 

post their answers in separate threads to earn more points. There were 
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students, though very few, who hardly joined the online forum. The reasons for 

non-participation were many and various. Limited perceived benefit from forum 

discussions, lack of interactive skills and inclinations, and peer influence were 

the primary reported causes.  

4.5 Student Engagement in Classroom Teacher Feedback (theme 4) 

Classroom activities in both classes started with teacher feedback on 

outstanding problems from the other learning activities. To students in FC, 

teacher feedback was the only learning activity the teacher took charge of in 

class. 

4.5.1 Student Affective Reactions to Classroom Teacher Feedback 

Students in FC held that teacher feedback was indispensable to enhance 

learning.  Most of them held that teacher feedback extended what they had 

learned from videos and forum discussions, solved the critical problems beyond 

them, and guided them to approach their problems properly. By helping them 

understand why they made mistakes, students were motivated to reflect, which 

was essential to autonomous and deep learning (Barton & Ryan, 2013). Some 

students added they were in the habit of relying on teacher guidance, which, 

they believed, was authoritative and, therefore, more reliable than inquiry or 

collaborative learning. That belief resulted in their preference for teacher 

guidance even though they could find authoritative resources and 

comprehensive answers to the questions by themselves. 
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Evan: We are in the habit of following and relying on teachers. 

After all, this is what we have been doing during all these years 

of schooling. 

Carl: Honestly, most of the time, I am waiting for teacher 

feedback. 

Evan: Yes, because my problems are usually the same as my 

classmates. 

Micky: I am not assured of peers’ explanations. I don’t think 

they know better than I do. 

Evan & Carl: Yes, we prefer teachers’ explanations. 

Gordon: Yes, I understand better and learn more from teacher 

feedback. 

Evan: Very often, we cannot make out the subtle differences by 

looking up dictionaries or discussing with peers. 

FC-Pre-FG-4 

Due to the differences in class design, students in BC perceived the role of 

teacher feedback quite differently. Most students in BC held teacher feedback 

helpful in that it refreshed their memory of the knowledge content learned from 

lectures. Many Students in BC preferred to solve their problems from face-to-

face teacher feedback in class rather than through peer collaboration in the 

online forum.  
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4.5.2 Student Perceived Gains from Classroom Teacher Feedback 

Classroom teacher feedback enhances students’ language knowledge and 

higher-order thinking skills. Students in both classes claimed their memory and 

understanding of language knowledge were enhanced through teacher 

feedback, which was conducive to producing correct language forms. In 

addition, they learned to compare language forms, conclude language rules 

and reflect on their mistake, which are indicators of higher-order thinking skills. 

However, it is worth mentioning that some students claimed they gained 

nothing from in-class teacher feedback. These mainly included students who 

attached little importance to language knowledge and those who did not 

participate in the online forum discussions, as classroom feedback involved 

solving problems left unsettled in the forum. Besides, teacher feedback solved 

the problems common to most students; therefore, it was impossible to cater for 

individual student needs. Some students in FC reported that they failed to 

understand teacher feedback as what the teacher explained was unrelated to 

their problems. 

4.5.3 Student Behavioural Engagement in Classroom Teacher Feedback 

Students demonstrated limited autonomy in teacher feedback. Some students 

claimed that to understand the feedback better, they would make preparations 

by reviewing quizzes and assignments or postings in the forum before class. 

Some would take notes of what was being explained in class. Nevertheless, 

classroom observation indicated that most students just sat there and listened. 
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When asked if they had any further questions to ask, there was hardly any 

response from the students. 

4.6 Student Engagement in Individual Exercises (theme 5) 

Individual exercises were assigned for each period of IEC. They were to 

develop students’ language skills in reading comprehension, translation and 

paraphrasing by putting into practice what students had learned from the text. 

In FC, a period of 20 minutes of individual exercises followed the classroom 

teacher feedback and was followed by a group discussion to address the 

problems students encountered in the exercises. In BC, the same individual 

exercises were to be completed after class without a time limit for the task. 

4.6.1 Student Affective Reactions to Individual Exercises 

There were many common affective reactions to individual exercises among 

students in FC and BC. On the whole, students in both classes were positive 

about individual exercises. Both commented that the exercises were beneficial 

because they motivated them to learn the text carefully. Both were comfortable 

with individual exercises because they were accustomed to working 

independently, and the workload was moderate. Of the three exercise types, 

students in both classes favoured translation exercises but considered 

paraphrasing the most challenging. Both disliked the unfriendly LMS interface, 

describing it as inconvenient to read on and harmful to the eyes. However, they 

admitted, at the same time, that their dreadful feeling toward the interface would 

relent if they could perform the task better and obtain higher points. That is to 
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say, their feelings and attitude toward LMS were much affected by their 

performance and the points they could obtain from the task. 

Despite the many commonalities in the two classes, there were still distinct 

between-class differences due to the different course designs. Students in FC 

perceived the in-class individual exercises as the most efficient and effective 

learning activities in IEC. The efficiency can primarily be attributed to their long-

established habit of working individually, which enabled them to adjust to the 

task quickly. The 20-minute exercises prepared students for effective 

engagement in group discussions. They deemed doing exercises a more 

effective way to learn than listening to lectures. 

Gordon: Lecturing is not as effective. To finish the exercises 

within the time limit, we must read the text very carefully and be 

familiar with the words and expressions. 

Micky: Lecturing is passive, and students can slack off. 

FC-Post-FG-3 

However, students in BC had more negative feelings towards the individual 

exercises. As the task was to be completed after class and timely feedback and 

support were not always possible, they encountered more difficulties when 

doing the exercises. Although there was usually two to three days’ duration for 

the task, some students were still anxious to catch the deadline. Some students 

did not attach much value to the exercises; some disapproved of digital 

assignments. 
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4.6.2 Student Perceived Gains from Individual Exercises 

There are both between-class and within-class differences in students’ 

perceived gains from individual exercises. Most students in FC had a good 

command of the knowledge presented in the videos, so they could finish the 10-

item exercises within 20 minutes. While some students in FC reported their 

enhanced impression of the text content and improved language knowledge 

and skills through exercises, some reported difficulty doing paraphrases on 

their own or correcting errors in their work without support.  Student 

divergences in their perceptions of improved language knowledge and skills 

were more substantial in BC. Distinct differences were found in vocabulary, 

paraphrasing and reading, primarily because students couldn’t find reliable 

resources to solve their problems, they found it impossible to identify errors in 

their work by themselves, or they were unsure of their answers or unable to 

express themselves clearly. In brief, students in FC performed better in text 

reading comprehension. However, students in both classes had shared 

problems in correcting their errors and doing paraphrases. 

4.6.3 Student Behavioural Engagement in Individual Exercises 

Students in both classes demonstrated significant autonomy in individual 

exercises; however, their approach to learning was somewhat performance-

oriented. Students appeared to attach more importance to doing the exercises 

than learning from them and tried their best to get higher scores. Some 

students would leave their exercises altogether behind after submission. They 

paid no attention to teacher feedback on their performance, let alone corrected 
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the mistakes or errors in their work, even if these were marked out for them. 

Some had no idea of teacher feedback on individual exercises at all. 

Students in FC would refresh their memory of the text content by reviewing the 

text before class so that they could complete the exercises within the time limit 

in class. All of them were highly concentrated when working on the task. Most 

finished the task within the time limit, which could hardly be done without full 

preparation and familiarity with the subject content. However, several students 

could never complete the work in time. Students in FC would take the initiative 

to improve their work by exploiting what they learned from the following group 

discussion. They were motivated to do so partly because improved work could 

bring them higher grades.  

To improve performance, students in BC would also prepare before the 

individual exercises. They would review the text; some would go through the 

video and take notes. However, their performance in the task was not as 

consistent as that in FC. Some of the problems in BC were technical issues. 

While many students became familiar with LMS and learned to use different 

devices to work efficiently, some students loathed digital assignments and 

could never handle LMS properly. Nevertheless, more problems were with 

learning autonomy. While many students stayed organized and completed the 

exercises on time, some would always miss the deadline. Many students could 

complete the exercises independently within 30 minutes based on what they 

learned from the lectures or the videos; some would spend hours not knowing 

how to answer the questions and where to find the answers. Technically, 

towards the end of the semesters, some students appeared to be in the habit of 
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doing tasks via LMS, so much so that they never remembered their offline 

tasks. 

4.7 Student Engagement in Group Discussion/Interactive Lecture (theme 

6) 

In FC, individual exercises were followed by 30 minutes of face-to-face 

classroom discussion for students to discuss their finished exercises and 

posted opinions. The students either volunteered or were invited to clarify, 

complement and justify their ideas, and the instructor attended to the shared 

problems and extended discussions. In BC, 60 minutes of classroom time was 

assigned to lecture in a dialogic manner. The lecture covered the content in 

videos and classroom discussions in FC. 

4.7.1 Student Affective Reactions to Group Discussion/ Interactive 

Lecture 

Students in FC diverged in their attitude to classroom discussion. Many were 

positive, describing it as effective, helpful and necessary. They regarded 

classroom discussion as an extension of the previous learning activities, which 

made learning go deeper and broader. Learning became effective when they 

discussed with peers and followed the teacher to compare and integrate 

different ideas and correct or improve their understanding. On the other hand, 

some held classroom discussion was less effective. They felt it difficult to follow 

it because they were too busy taking notes or could not understand what their 

classmates were discussing. Some were too shy to bring forth their questions in 
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front of others, so their problems were not always adequately addressed; some 

did not see the value of interacting with peers.  

Tracy: I had no experience discussing tasks with peers in high 

school. I preferred to work alone, for my ideas can differ from 

others. 

Lora: Then that is good for brainstorming. 

Tracy: But I feel uncomfortable thinking differently from others, 

and it is not easy to adapt to. And it can be embarrassing to 

ask questions others may have already understood. 

       FC-Pre-FG-3 

Micky: We used to sit exams in every class in high school; I’ve 

got no experience of discussions with my classmates in class 

and have no idea how to do it effectively. I need time, maybe 

quite long, to adapt to it, but our class time is limited. It can be 

wasteful to spend time doing something ineffective in class. So 

for efficiency, the teacher needs to hold the stage in class.  

Carl: And when discussions are just among students without 

teacher guidance, we are just checking answers without 

exchanging ideas 

FC-Pre-FG-4 
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Despite the differences mentioned above, the participants consistently 

emphasized the teacher’s role in managing discussions to solve shared student 

problems and guarantee effective learning. Most valued teacher guidance much 

more than peer interaction or independent inquiry. 

Niamh: I would like the teacher to select students. I can only 

stay attentive and engaged in a discussion where the teacher 

selects students to share their ideas. 

Tracy: Me too, because I am not the kind of student who asks 

questions unless required.  

Niamh: When the teacher leads the discussion, it is more likely 

to discover our shared problems that can otherwise be 

overlooked. It is always hard for me to identify the errors in my 

work, and I feel like students tend to make similar mistakes, so 

without a teacher there, we probably cannot realize our 

problems through discussion with peers.  

FC-Pre-FG-3 

In contrast to the students in FC with diverse attitudes toward classroom 

discussion, students in BC were consistently satisfied with lectures throughout 

the semester. Most were positive about how the lecture was delivered, 

commenting that it was substantive, systematic, experiential and easy to adapt. 

Many believed they learned better in lectures than via videos. 
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Sue: I feel like the lecture offers more than the videos do. 

Though both cover the same subject content, lectures extend 

beyond the text. 

Ella: Yes, these extension is critical to learning. 

BC-Pre-FG-1 

Landy: I am more attracted by lectures and learn more from 

them. I kept drifting away when watching videos and had to 

repeat them many times.  

BC-Pre-FG-2 

Some reported that even though lecturing was of moderate effect and lacked 

novelty to them, and they were less engaged in interaction, they were 

comfortable with lectures because they were familiar with lectures.  

L: I am given to this way of having classes. It is what we have 

been doing since the first day of school. It works, even if not 

very effective. 

Michelle: Yes, this is what I am accustomed to. I mean, I listen 

to the teacher, take notes and try to understand the content. It 

makes me feel I am having a real class.  

Regina: I adapted to this class the first day. Familiarity means I 

don’t need much time to adapt to it. There is no big difference 
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from how we used to have our classes, but there is not much 

novelty either. 

BC-Pre-FG-3 

Only when students were answering questions, either voluntarily or selected by 

the teacher, did they experience some negative feelings in the lecture. Most of 

them said they felt anxious and nervous. Some students were not confident 

with their classroom performance because it was difficult to follow the lecture 

delivered in English, making it challenging to stay focused in class. Lack of 

necessary language skills to engage in the lectures was consistently reported in 

both the Pre- and the Post-FG. Some students admitted they had a limited 

understanding of the lecture. As a result, they had trouble finishing quizzes and 

individual exercises after class. Some expressed their need for the mother 

tongue to assist their understanding of the lecture; some students had difficulty 

taking notes as they couldn’t hear the teacher when they were writing. Lack of 

learning skills was also part of the causes of students’ note-taking problems. 

Some students reported that they had no idea what to write down. 

4.7.2 Student Perceived Gains from Group Discussion/ Interactive 

Lectures 

Participants in FC reported increased language knowledge, such as expanded 

vocabulary size and knowledge of language rules, improved understanding of 

text content, and enhanced language skills in translation and interactive skills. 

More importantly, some reported the development of the higher-order thinking 

capacity of summarizing, analysing, comparing and integrating ideas.  
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Most students in BC expressed that they learned well by receiving knowledge 

transmitted to them and taking notes. Many claimed they could understand the 

lecture delivered in English within the first two weeks. There were signs of 

improved learning skills. Some students learned to make pre-class preparations 

for lectures and make use of other learning resources or APPs to facilitate 

learning. 

4.7.3 Student Behavioural Engagement in Group Discussion/ Interactive 

Lecture 

Most students in FC demonstrated a fair amount of autonomy during 

discussions. They would write down what they thought was important, try to 

improve their answers by taking the perspectives of their peers or the teacher 

and compare and integrate ideas. Conversely, some students had difficulty 

judging the quality of their work. They would follow peers’ ideas blindly and give 

up their stances all too quickly; some could not identify the errors in their work 

unless there was an apparent contradiction between their answers and those of 

their peers, indicating deficiencies in language proficiency. Towards the second 

half of the semester, students’ skills in managing the discussion developed. To 

ensure effective participation, some would make preparation by reviewing their 

notes and exercise items beforehand. Students varied in their interaction with 

peers in group discussions. Some students had limited involvement in 

discussions throughout the semester because they were busy catching up with 

their exercises or taking notes. While some students were willing to share their 

understandings, some never asked questions and preferred to handle their 
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problems independently, no matter whether they could do it or not. Many just 

checked answers when the teacher did not lead a discussion. 

In BC, student autonomy in engaging themselves in the lecture was mainly 

demonstrated by their effort to prepare before class and make up what they 

missed in the lecture after class. Students would familiarize themselves with the 

vocabulary in the text and the text content before class and make use of the 

recorded videos to make up for what was missed in the lecture. Though most 

students claimed they were attentive during lectures and tried to take notes, 

some admitted they strayed away, especially when they thought they had 

already known the subject content being lectured. Some dozed off from time to 

time during lectures, which never happened in FC.  

4.8 Student Engagement in Group Work (theme 7) 

Group work was the most complex of all the learning activities in IEC. For each 

group work, students were to complete a project in collaboration with their 

group members and do peer assessment, where they assessed their group 

members’ contribution to their project and the completed work by the other 

groups. During the semester of this evaluative project, students undertook five 

projects in groups: a role-play of leaving home for university, a PPT 

representation on social manners, a 500-word proposal for AIDs patients, a 

survey on university students’ study habits, and a debate on the national birth 

control policy. By the time of the Pre-FG, both classes had finished the first two 

group work projects and were on their way in the third one. In FC, there were 

30 minutes in each period for students to work on their group work project face-
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to-face in class. In BC, students had 15 minutes in class to check progress and 

coordinate their work in the group. Of all the learning activities discussed in the 

focus groups, group work attracted participants’ attention most, regardless of 

the differences in class design. However, unlike the learning activities 

discussed beforehand, where apparent differences were found between FC and 

BC, between-class divergences in group work were minor compared with those 

between groups or individual students within a class. 

4.8.1 Student Affective Reactions to Group Work 

There are apparent similarities in student attitudes towards, perceptions of or 

feelings about group work in FC and BC. In both classes, students’ affective 

reactions toward group work projects were divergent within the class. In each 

class, some students were serious with their work. Some tended to make a 

minimum effort; they did not care much about their performance and just 

completed their work for the assessment purpose. Many students shared the 

perception that group work improved their interactive skills but had limited 

effects on subject knowledge growth or academic achievements, so it didn’t pay 

off, given the time and effort spent on it.  

Ivan: We collect materials for group work projects from the 

Internet and translate them into English. But I actually learn 

nothing from doing these. Like the proposal for AIDS patients, I 

searched technical terms on the internet, and there were quite 

many I needed for the project, but I cannot remember any of 
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them. I will gain very little unless I try to memorize those words 

on purpose afterwards. 

Bella: Yes, we collect resources in Chinese, and many of us 

use automatic online translation, so there is not so much help 

to our English proficiency, but still, we need to spend time 

searching for resources and organizing what we have found. 

Nora: Group work is less effective for my English proficiency 

than individual exercises. 

Bella: less than lectures are. 

Ivan: …Unless I learn every new word in the work. But that 

means I need to spend extra time. 

Nora: On the whole, it is not cost-effective given the time and 

effort spent on it. 

BC-Pre-FG-4 

Irene: It is really time-consuming. But I don’t know what I have 

learned from doing it. It may help develop the skills of 

negotiation, an important skill, but it does not help much in 

academic development. 

Sissi: I learned more from reporting on manners but very little 

from role-play. Most of us didn’t have new ideas for the play. 
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Alisa: Yes, most of our ideas are similar. 

Allen: Maybe it is not necessary to do so much group work. Of 

all the group tasks I have completed, very few times do I feel 

like I have learned something. Not the academic ones, but the 

skills of presentation or things like that. 

FC-Pre-FG-1 

Students in both classes suggested in Pre-FG that the workload of group work 

was too much. It led to an adjustment to group work from one small task in 

each period to one larger project for each unit.  

In terms of interactions with peers, interesting as it was to work with others and 

friendly and cooperative as peers were, it was challenging for most students to 

make effective interactions. Limited class time for group work, time conflict 

between group members after class, the difficulty level of the tasks, the physical 

or social distance between group members, or gender differences were 

frequently mentioned as hindrances to effective peer interaction in group work 

projects. The group size was another factor that affected student experience. 

Many students complained that working in a group with 5 to 6 members was 

tiresome and hoped to work in smaller groups. Some students were so vexed 

or frustrated at ineffective cooperation with peers that they claimed they 

preferred to work individually, which could be more reliable and controllable.  

However, students further suggested that it was not so much whom they were 

working with as what they were working on that affected their engagement. 
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Students, on the whole, preferred more interactive and creative tasks but were 

unwilling to invest time and effort in preparation. They held that collecting 

materials for the project was the easiest task and the least beneficial to 

learning. Nonetheless, it was also of limited benefit if the tasks were too 

challenging. Students considered tasks involving language output, such as 

presenting the completed work orally, more challenging. There appeared to be 

polarized differences in students’ attitudes towards presenting their work in 

class. Many dreaded doing presentations in class, associating it with negative 

feelings and experiences, while a few expressed their eagerness to do that, 

supporting it as effective in promoting learning. Participants in both classes 

admitted that their inability to add new ideas to the topic under discussion 

should account for part of their inertia in interaction. Most expressed the need 

for a capable team leader, reliable group members, and more teacher support 

to improve their experience in group work. 

Peer assessment received the most negative comments of all the sub-tasks in 

group work. Participants in both FC and BC expressed their dislikes for peer 

assessment. Many students were not interested in reading peers’ work. Most 

did not see the value of peer assessment, superficially assuming that only the 

assessed could benefit from the assessment. Therefore, they thought peer 

assessment brought them nothing but an extra workload.  Besides, they 

doubted the reliability of peer assessment. 

Ivan: I don’t like being assessed by peers or assessing peers’ 

work. I don’t know what appropriate grades are, so I grade all 

groups similarly as long as something is submitted there. Even 
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if I find someone didn’t do his/her work, I don’t give him/her a 

low grade. I felt uneasy about doing that. 

Nora: There is always someone that doesn’t do the 

assessment. Not sure what happens there. 

Ivan: Our points go down if the assessor fails to do his/her job. 

I found our work was not assessed today and had to remind 

our assessor. That is really troublesome. It is even more 

troublesome to read peers’ work. 

Mediator: So you are not interested in reading peers’ work? 

Ivan: I would read peers’ work more carefully if there is only 

one piece to assess. It is too much to read 5 or 6 pieces each 

time.  

Tina: I lost my judgement when working on so many pieces of 

work. 

Nora: Besides, everyone has his/her own criteria; some always 

give higher grades, and some much lower. 

Bella: I guess that’s why each piece has more than one 

assessor. Because we use different criteria, if each piece of 

work is to have only one assessor, work of similar quality may 

have very different grades. 
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Nora: Peer assessment is affected by a lot of subjective 

factors. 

Ivan: So peer assessment is of no big use. 

Bella: We rely more on teacher assessment. 

All: Yes, that’s true. 

BC-Pre-FG-4 

Still, there are minor differences in students’ affective reactions to group work 

between FC and BC.  Though both classes preferred tasks that were 

interactive/cooperative between group members, FC approved of tasks that 

required careful investigation, sound reasoning and language competence.  

Sissi: Besides videos, the debate is the second most beneficial 

task to me. But it was pretty demanding. 

Irene: I was utterly worn out after the debate. 

Sissi: But it was the most rewarding. 

Zoe: I think the debate is the most beneficial. It brings 

comprehensive practice, from finding resources on the topic to 

integrating all the resources into arguments. I’ve got a good 

understanding of the birth control policy and its effect on the 

country and the people. 
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Allen: I think videos are the most useful because they offer 

knowledge. Anyway, the debate is interesting. 

Niamh: Debate is the most beneficial to me. I read a lot, wrote 

my ideas down to develop arguments and practised speaking. 

It is from these abundant practices that learning takes place. 

And I actually have had no impression of the other tasks. 

FC-Post-FG-2 

While participants from FC thought the debate was the most beneficial of all 

group work tasks, many students in BC felt it was too challenging for them. 

Instead, they liked creative tasks more. 

Leon: I like role-play; I learned something from doing it and 

hope to do more work like this. 

Alan: It was fun to add different elements into one work. We 

used sound effects in our play. 

Nora: We video recorded our play and made a small video of it. 

… 

Alan: Debate is too difficult; I just couldn’t understand what the 

other side was saying. Everyone is like I am just saying what I 

want to say, and what the others are saying has nothing to do 

with me. 
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Nora: I couldn’t even follow my team members. We literally 

don’t have the language proficiency for debate. 

Alan: Both sides were just talking about their own ideas, and it 

is all up to luck which side was to win. 

Tina: Even if I understood what the opposite side was talking 

about, I read through the text I stored on my cell phone 

beforehand when making an argument. 

Alan: The ridiculous part was there were occasions I 

understood well and knew how to defend, but I couldn’t 

express myself. 

Nora: The same with me. 

Tina: Debate could be a meaningful activity if we had the 

necessary English proficiency, but… 

Alan: I couldn’t even understand what the others were talking 

about. 

BC- Post-FG-2 

Though both classes preferred face-to-face communication to online 

interaction, BC, nevertheless, appeared to encounter more problems in peer 

interaction, many of which were not academic but communicative. Group 

collaboration in BC was affected by more factors, such as students’ initiatives 

and learning styles, which were not mentioned as obstacles in FC. 
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4.8.2 Student Perceived Gains from Group Work 

Just as there were more between-class similarities than divergences in 

students’ affective reactions to group work in FC and BC, so were there in 

students’ perceived gains. Many participants in both FC and BC reported 

expanded generic knowledge and enhanced interactive/collaborative skills, 

though much less knowledge and understanding of the subject content. They 

learned to exploit group members’ strengths rather than slog away alone. 

Learner autonomy also developed in both classes. Students were able to 

regulate their tasks and coordinate between group members. Towards the 

second half of the semester, some groups learned to keep working journals in 

their online discussion groups, recording their progress and adjustments so that 

everyone in the group could follow the project. Many students developed the 

skills of effective online asynchronous communication.  

Morgan: If it is impossible to communicate face to face, you 

need to organize your ideas and send them in a lump in the 

discussion group, then wait for your group members’ response. 

It usually does not work if you try to exchange ideas bit by bit 

and get real-time responses because your group members 

may not be online as you are. You may get no response if you 

say anything that way in the online discussion group. 

BC-Post-FG-1 

In particular, group work, among all learning activities, contributes most to 

developing students’ higher-order thinking skills. 



 

143 

Vicky: I was assigned to collect the survey results, so I used a 

table to record the data and reorganize them in order. I did the 

job, but the idea of organizing and integrating data was from 

Alisa. 

FC-Pre-FG-2  

Jane: Group interaction is a process of comparison. When I am 

reading our group members’ contributions, I will try to find the 

similarities and differences between my work and theirs and 

make adjustments or supplements accordingly. I have also 

made many reflections, especially when I read work better than 

mine. 

BC-Pre-FG-5 

Students in both classes claimed that group work broadened their vision and 

developed their way of thinking. They learned to design their tasks and 

compare and evaluate work from their peers and their own. FC also reported 

changes in attitude in Post-FG. Many proved that they were impressed with 

what they had learned from doing the tasks and started appreciating the benefit 

of learning by doing. 

It should be noted that the gains mentioned in focus groups were not 

corresponding in the two classes. For example, students in FC did not mention 

their gains in language skills in focus group discussions, and students in BC did 

not talk about any changes in attitude.  Nonetheless, we cannot jump to the 
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conclusion that group work produced no effect in these aspects in each class 

as it is difficult to control what is being discussed in focus group discussions 

(Cohen et al., 2011). 

4.8.3 Student Behavioural Engagement in Group Work 

Similarly, diversity in learner autonomy in group work exists more across 

individual students than between classes. Most students prioritised 

convenience when interacting with peers, so they chose to work with 

roommates or peers in the nearby dorms when joining a group. Students’ 

English proficiency influenced their performance. Some students could use 

resources in English directly; some had to rely on their mother tongue. Some 

groups did everything in their mother tongue and then translated their final work 

into English. Many students would try to perform their tasks well, but there were 

underperformance and inertia in each project. Some students used whatever 

they found on the internet and would not bother to check the appropriateness or 

make any reorganization or revision, so they produced work too irrelevant or 

too low in quality to be used in their project. There were occasions when group 

members did not hand in their work in time, resulting in their group’s late 

submission of the whole project.  

Students in BC, on the whole, regulated their tasks better. Most groups 

submitted their work in time. However, it should be noted that this better 

regulation may be just a result that group work in BC was done after class, and 

students could have enough time to work on their projects. Student autonomy in 

FC, however, was more diverse. Some students in FC were highly motivated. 
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They would check and improve their work voluntarily before sending it to peers, 

follow and respond to teacher feedback closely and try to learn from every 

opportunity. In contrast, some students were unaware of teacher feedback at all 

and could never follow instructions for tasks throughout the semester. Some 

claimed they lost their agency when working in groups because they tended to 

rely on their group members. Some noted that after group work was adjusted to 

a two-week project, they forgot to finish their assigned tasks and lost 

enthusiasm for their work as time went on.  

Though most of them claimed they worked harmoniously with their group 

members, students in both classes admitted they did not interact effectively or 

efficiently. Primarily, it was because they did not know how. As students 

generally had zero experience in group projects, getting their work started 

turned out particularly challenging for most groups, especially at the beginning 

of the semester. In case the tasks were difficult to handle or group members 

were unfamiliar with each other, there could be long lulls of silence. Interaction 

between peers became even less when the project schedule was tight.  

There were minor conflicts between group members from time to time. The 

most serious one resulted from group members (in FC) misunderstanding the 

date of the debate and not making full preparation and ended up with Micky 

withdrawing from their group. However, their group still managed to participate 

in the debate the next day. Most often, students solved their problems by 

themselves via negotiation and compromise. Interactions in BC appeared to be 

more problematic. Some students complained that staying discreet to avoid 

offending others when interacting with peers was painful. There were occasions 
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when students revised peers’ work without permission, made unfavourable 

comments on peers’ work without giving any reason or refused to react to 

peers’ feedback without explaining why. In response, most students would 

ignore peers’ offensive words and behaviours for peace’s sake. It appears there 

lacked good communication among students for effective collaboration. 

Besides, some students in BC never join online discussions of their groups.  

Students in the two classes collaborated with group members in quite similar 

manners. All groups divided labour within their groups. On most occasions, they 

drew for tasks. Many took up different roles in different groups, while some 

would play a fixed role in each group because they excelled at a particular skill. 

Groups made working plans for the whole project and tried to follow their plans. 

One shared problem with planning in both classes is that their discussion 

centred on dividing labour among group members and setting up timetables for 

sub-tasks rather than on how to address the tasks.  Consequently, group 

members produced work that did not match well. Most students would share 

their work with group members when working on the tasks. Many would read 

group members’ contributions, exchange ideas, integrate their materials, and 

adjust or improve their work according to peer feedback before submission. 

However, throughout the semester, there were always groups that just pieced 

together whatever was available and did not revise their work, especially when 

the workload or the working schedule was tight. Some group members left the 

whole project behind when they finished their assigned tasks and therefore had 

no idea at all what their final work looked like. There were occasions of 

circumventing tasks in both classes. In FC, this was more often a group 
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decision. However, in BC, it happened to individual students when they were 

reluctant to improve their work. Some went so far as to shed their responsibility 

on peers who suggested the improvement. 

At the beginning of the semester, all groups preferred to work face to face and 

tried to find time and places to work together. They became more skilled in 

doing tasks online as the semester went on. One consequence was that 

students in FC would not fully use their classroom time. However, due to time 

conflicts between group members, most students worked individually after class 

rather than with peers. It turned out too late to fix it in the next class when they 

found someone had failed to complete his/her tasks as planned. Regulating the 

project effectively appeared always to be a challenge to FC.  

Peer assessment posed as the most problematic in group work. In both 

classes, only a few students read peers’ work carefully and did the assessment 

by referring to the given criteria. Most students browsed through peers’ work as 

quickly as possible, paying more attention to the form/pronunciation than the 

content. Some would check the beginning part only. Most students graded 

peers’ work indiscriminately. They usually gave their own group members the 

highest grades because individual performance affected the grade of the whole 

group. They gave the same grade to all the other groups or grades just a little 

lower in case of non-performance or inferior quality because peer assessment 

was not anonymous, and they did not want to offend their classmates. Seldom 

did students give comments along with grades, though encouraged to do so. 

Some students never took part in peer assessment. 
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4.9 Summary 

In this qualitative phase, seven main themes were generated via thematic 

analysis of the data collected from focus group discussions and participant 

observation. Each main theme elaborates on student engagement in a specific 

learning activity in three sub-themes, depicting students’ affective, cognitive and 

behavioural engagement respectively. Six themes captured differences to 

various extents in student engagement between FC and BC in some or all of 

the three dimensions, while the theme on group work projects depicted more 

between-class similarities than divergences across the three dimensions. The 

following is a summary of FC students’ affective, cognitive and behavioural 

engagement in IEC based on a comparison with student engagement in BC. 

4.9.1 FC Students’ Affective Engagement in the Learning Activities 

Students in FC were generally positive about the learning activities in IEC 

except for group work. They took videos as their primary knowledge resources 

and favoured grammar videos in particular. They used quizzes to measure the 

learning effects of video content. Students held that online forums helped solve 

their problems and motivated them to learn; they felt supported when 

interacting with peers. They consistently held that teacher feedback was more 

authoritative and reliable, solving the problems beyond them and guiding them 

on how to approach their problems. They adapted to individual exercises most 

quickly and held them the most effective and efficient to enhance their language 

knowledge and skills. Students in FC attributed the benefit of individual 

exercises partly to classroom group discussion, which, they believed, made 
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learning go deeper and broader. Among all the activities, group work attracted 

the participants’ discussion most in the focus groups but is the only learning 

activity students did not receive favourably. Most participants perceived that the 

time and effort they spent on the work did not pay off. 

On the whole, students’ affective reactions were more divergent towards 

interactive activities than individual work. It was probably because interactive 

activities were not only affected by more factors but were inherently more 

complex. The qualitative data indicate that students’ attitudes, perceptions and 

feelings towards the learning activities were also affected by their previous 

learning experiences, which largely contributed to their language proficiency 

and learning mentality. Most of the students learned English by doing a large 

amount of paper-and-pencil exercises and had little experience doing 

interactive tasks. Thus, they felt it challenging to make effective interactions, 

especially at the beginning of the semester. Students were eager to immerse 

themselves in doing paper-and-pencil exercises and were emotionally affected 

by their performance in the exercises. As the flipped classroom had more 

interactive activities, it explains why students in FC needed more time to adapt 

to the class. Though most students felt adapted to FC by midterm, some were 

not until the end of the semester. They felt that learning activities in FC lacked 

systematicity and could not find connections between the activities.  

However, FC students were, on the whole, less negatively affected by the 

learning activities than BC. That was partly because students in FC had more 

face-to-face interactions and timely teacher feedback, thanks to the class 

design.  Besides, they were less troubled by LMS, though they used LMS more. 
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In addition, they demonstrated less inclination to rely on teachers though they 

too held teacher support essential. 

4.9.2 FC Students’ Perceived Cognitive Gains in the Learning Activities 

Participants in FC reported the most perceived gains in language knowledge 

and learning skills, mainly in Post-FG. Almost all the learning activities 

contributed to their improvement in these two skills. Individual exercises and 

classroom discussions were most conducive to enhancing language skills. The 

interactive activities were reported to promote more students’ higher-order 

thinking skills. Interestingly, although students received group work least 

favourably, they reported more gains in higher-order thinking skills from group 

work than the rest of the learning activities in IEC. Learning activities in FC 

were more interactive, so there was more reported development in higher-order 

thinking skills. Students also reported changes in attitude towards learning; they 

came to agree that learning by doing was more effective. In addition, students 

in FC demonstrated more initiative in learning and better skills in using 

technology. 

However, it is worth noting that though class design did make a difference in 

students’ perceived gains from certain learning activities, some divergences 

were among individual students/student groups within the class rather than 

between the classes. For instance, students’ perceived gains from forum 

discussions, teacher feedback, individual exercises and group work were 

similar in the two classes. However, the differences in student perceptions of 

the extent they benefited from these activities were apparent within the class.  
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4.9.3 FC Students’ Behavioural Engagement in the Learning Activities 

Students in FC demonstrated significant autonomy in most learning activities. 

Student autonomy appears to be associated with the extent to which they are 

familiar with the tasks. The more familiar the tasks, the more self-directed they 

were. Students demonstrated the greatest initiative in doing quizzes and 

individual exercises, which they were long accustomed to. Learner autonomy in 

the interactive activities of online forum discussion, classroom discussion and 

group work differed more across individual students than between classes. 

Students were least engaged behaviourally in teacher feedback, probably 

because the communication in it was primarily one way. In addition to the task 

type, student autonomy was also affected by their language proficiency and 

learning skills, especially their insufficient language output skills and limited 

competence in tool use.  

Many students regulated their effort in IEC as per their LMS points. Some 

constantly compared points with peers. However, watchful as they were to their 

points, they cared less about their performance leading to these outcomes. 

They loathed doing peer assessment and paid little attention to the model work 

provided for them. They made more efforts to do tasks than to learn from the 

tasks. There were cases of task circumvention in watching videos or doing 

group work in addition to non-performance or inertia in discussion activities. 

Compared with students in BC, students in FC were better prepared for and 

more engaged in class; they had less trouble with LMS and were more open to 

new tools. However, more students in FC were less organized in learning and 
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took longer to adapt to IEC. That was probably because FC was more different 

from the class students used to attend than BC. It is worth noting that, 

according to students in FC, the longer the gap between the submission date 

and the feedback, the less likely they would remember to check the feedback. It 

indicates that students’ regulation of learning was also influenced by class 

management on the teacher’s part.  
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Chapter 5: The Quantitative Findings 

5.1 Introduction 

The quantitative phase aimed to understand the overall effects of FC students’ 

engagement in learning activities by examining their effort invested in the 

learning activities throughout the semester and the outcomes of their academic 

performance in the learning tasks and the final examination. The results are 

corroborated with qualitative findings. RQ2 and its sub-RQs are to be answered 

in this chapter: 

RQ 2. What are the overall effects of the learning activities on student 

engagement in the learning process and learning outcomes in FC? 

RQ 2.1 To what extent is student engagement in the learning 

activities enhanced in FC? 

RQ 2.2 To what extent are students’ learning outcomes enhanced 

in FC? 

5.2 Enhanced Student Engagement in the Learning Activities 

Statistical data on student engagement in video watching, quizzes, individual 

exercises, essay writing, online forum discussion and group work projects are 

reported in this section. A comparison between FC and BC was made to 

examine the differences in engagement between the two classes and seek 

evidence of enhanced engagement in FC. Student engagement in the sub-

types of a specific learning activity was also checked. It was to help understand 
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how students in each class dealt with the learning activities and obtain further 

evidence of between-class differences. RQ 2.1 is answered in this section. 

5.2.1 Enhanced Engagement in Recorded Instructional Videos 

Throughout the semester, there were altogether 45 instructional videos posted 

in LMS for IEC. All the videos fell into three sub-groups: text videos (n = 26, 

accounting for 58% of all the videos), grammar videos (n = 11, 24%) and writing 

videos (n = 8, 18%). The ratio of the actual time a student spent watching a 

video to the length of the related video (Rw/l) was used to measure student 

engagement in video watching. Figure 5.1 shows a marked difference between 

FC and BC in student engagement in the three sub-types of videos. A further 

examination of the mean scores shows that all the means of Rw/l of the three 

video sub-groups are > 1 in FC, indicating that students in FC watched the 

videos more than once on average. In contrast, all the means of Rw/l in BC are 

< 1, indicating that students in BC generally did not finish watching the videos. 

Further comparison of the mean scores indicated differences in student 

engagement with videos between the two classes and within each class. 

The normality test showed the data were not normally distributed, so the Mann-

Whitney Wallis statistic was conducted to determine the differences (Cohen et 

al., 2011) in video watching between FC and BC in the three sub-groups of 

writing videos, grammar videos and text videos. The results in Table 5.1 show 

statistically significant differences in video watching between FC and BC in all 

the three sub-groups, each with a strong effect size indicating a big difference 

in FC and BC in effect (Cohen, 1988). FC significantly outperformed BC in their 
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engagement in writing videos (U = 71, z = -4.97, p = .00, r = .68), grammar 

videos (U = 77, z = -4.86, p = .00, r = .67) and text videos (U = 95, z = -4.54, p 

= .00, r = .62).  

Videos              

(Rw/l) 

MFC(SDFC) 

(n = 25) 

MBC(SDBC) 

（n = 28） 

Mann-Whitney 

U score 

           

Z-score 

           

p 

             

r 

Writing Video  1.61(0.40) 0.89 (0.45) 71.00 -4.97 .00 .68 

Grammar Video 1.66 (0.57) 0.87 (0.50) 77.00 -4.86 .00 .67 

Text Video 1.39 (0.47) 0.77 (0.34) 95.00 -4.54 .00 .62 

Table 5. 1 Mann-Whitney tests to compare student engagement in video watching between FC and BC 

The Friedman tests were run to investigate further whether there was any 

statistically significant difference between student engagement in the three sub-

groups of videos within each class. A statistically significant difference (shown 

in Table 5.2) was found between student engagement in the subgroups of 

videos in FC (2 = 15.44, p = .00), with a relatively low coefficient of 

concordance (Kendall’s W = .31). The Wilcoxon tests post hoc tests showed a 

statistically significant difference in student engagement between text videos 

and writing videos (Z = -3.40, p = .001) and that between text videos and 

Figure 5. 1 Rate of time on video watching to video length (Rw/l) to indicate student engagement 

in the three sub-types of videos 
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grammar videos (Z = -3.51, p = .000) at the significance level of p = .017 while 

no statistically significant difference in student engagement between grammar 

videos and writing videos (z = -0.26, p = .798). In contrast, though the Friedman 

test indicated a statistically significant difference between BC students’ 

engagement in the three sub-groups of videos (2 = 7.79, p = .02) with a low 

coefficient of concordance (Kendall’s W = .14), the Wilcoxon tests indicated no 

statistically significant difference between sub-groups of videos at the 

significance level of p = .017 (Z = -0.46, p = .649; Z = -2.35, p = .019; Z = -1.89, 

p = .059).  

 

            

Chi-

Square 

         

d

f 

       

Asymp. 

Sig. 

 

Kendall’s 

Wa 

   Wilcoxon Signed Ranks Test                                

Z (2-tailed Asymp. Sig.*) 

    G-Wb T-Wc T-Gd 

FC        

(n = 25) 

15.44 2 .00 .31 -0.26           

(.798) 

-.3.40       

(.001*) 

-3.51        

(.000*) 

BC        
(n = 28) 

7.79 2 .02 .14 -0.46           

(.649) 

-2.35          

(.019) 

-1.89          

(.059) 

a. Kendall’s Coefficient of Concordance 

b. Comparison between grammar videos (G) and writing videos (W) 

c. Comparison between text videos (T) and writing videos 

d. Comparison between text videos and grammar videos 

* Significance level p = .05/3 = .017 after Bonferroni correction as the Wilcoxon Test is repeated 

for three paired groups 

Table 5. 2 Friedman tests to compare student engagement in three sub-groups of videos 

The quantitative results corroborated the focus group findings in the following 

aspects: first, students in FC invested significantly more time and effort in 

videos. The focus group findings explained that it was because FC students 

took videos as their primary sources of knowledge. However, students in BC 

used videos as supplements to lectures, so they would not watch videos when 

they felt they had learned well from lectures. The log data in LMS show that 

some students in BC never watched videos. It should be added that the 



 

157 

qualitative results indicate FC students watched videos not only before class to 

learn what is new but were more likely to turn to videos for revision purposes to 

reinforce what they had learned than BC students. That again may confirm that 

FC students took videos as the primary sources of knowledge. Second, 

students in both classes paid particular attention to grammar videos. The 

statistics added to the qualitative findings that students spent more time on 

grammar and writing videos than on text videos. However, the two classes 

differed in that FC students spent significantly more time on grammar and 

writing videos than text videos, but such differences were not significant in BC. 

This finding may confirm the qualitative results that, while students in both 

classes attached particular importance to language knowledge, students in BC 

learned knowledge primarily from lectures and used videos only as 

supplements, so many of them were likely to just run over the videos. 

5.2.2 Enhanced Engagement in Independent work 

As quizzes (n = 22), individual exercises (n = 12), and essay writing (n = 2) 

were to be completed independently by students, they were grouped together in 

this section for the sake of convenience to report data. Figure 5.2 shows the 

differences between FC and BC in students’ average completion rates of these 

independent exercises. The mean scores of the completion rate show that 

students in FC completed all their quizzes (M% = 100, SD = 0.00) and essays 

(M% = 100, SD = 0.00) expected of them, while students in BC did all the 

individual exercises (M% = 100, SD = 0.00).  
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The Mann-Whitney tests (Table 5.3) indicated there was a statistically 

significant difference between FC and BC in students’ completion rate of 

quizzes (U = 225.00, Z = -3.27, p = .001) with a relatively big effect size (r = 

.45) and individual exercises (U = 280.00, Z = -2.46, p = .014) with a medium 

effect size (r = .34). However, student engagement in essay writing was not 

significantly different between the two classes in either completion rate (U = 

337.50, Z = -0.95, p = .13) or revision attempts (U = 247.00, Z = -1.84, p = 

.066). 

 

Figure 5. 2 Students’ average completion rate of independent exercises in IEC 

Completion rate & 

Essay attempts              
MFC(SDFC) 

(n = 25) 

MBC(SDBC) 

（n = 28） 

Mann-Whitney 

U score 

           

Z-score 

           

p 

             

r 

      Quiz (%)  100     

(0.00) 

97.40 

(4.00) 

225.00 -3.27 .001 .45 

Individual exercises 

(%) 
98.33 

(3.40) 

100      

(0.00) 

280.00 -2.46 .014 .34 

Essay (%) 100     

(0.00) 

98.21 

(9.45) 

337.50 -0.95 .345 .13 

Essay attempts (n) 7.80   

(4.29) 

10.32 

(5.74) 

247.00 -1.84 .066 .25 

Table 5. 3 Mann-Whitney tests to compare student engagement in independent work between FC and BC 
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Friedman tests (in Table 5.4) indicated statistically significant differences in 

students’ completion rates between the three tasks in both FC (2 = 10.00, p = 

.007, Kendall’s W = .20) and BC (2 = 15.94, p = .000, Kendall’s W  =.29). 

Nonetheless, the Wilcoxon post hoc tests showed the only statistically 

significant difference at the significant level of p = .017 was between students’ 

completion rate of individual exercises and quizzes in BC (Z = -2.86, p = .004).  

 

            

Chi-

Squa

re 

         

df 

       

Asymp. 

Sig. 

 Kendall’s 

Wa 

   Wilcoxon Signed Ranks Test                                     

Z (2-tailed Asymp. Sig.*) 

    IE- Qb E- Qc E-IEd 

FC                  
(n = 25) 10.00 2 .007 .20 

-2.24           

(.025) 

 -0.00        

(1.00) 

-2.24         

(.025) 

BC     
(n = 28) 15.94 2 .000 .29 

-2.86           

(.004*) 

-1.81          

(.070) 

-1.00          

(.317) 

a. Kendall’s Coefficient of Concordance 

b. Comparison between individual exercises (IE) and quizzes (Q) 

c. Comparison between essays (E) and quizzes 

d. Comparison between essays and individual exercises 

* Significant level p = .05/3 = .017 after Bonferroni correction as the Wilcoxon Test is repeated 

for three paired groups 

Table 5. 4 Friedman tests to compare student completion of independent tasks 

The quantitative results indicate that students in FC were consistently actively 

engaged in the quizzes, individual exercises and essays, while students in BC 

were significantly less engaged in quizzes. The findings corroborate the 

qualitative results that students in FC were positively engaged in pre-class 

quizzes while some students in BC failed to finish quizzes for various reasons. 

The quantitative data add to the qualitative findings that even though the 

students in BC encountered more difficulties doing individual exercises after 

class, they all completed the exercises as required. In contrast, some students 

in FC did not submit their individual exercises, which, as the focus group 
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discussions suggested, probably resulted from the in-class time limit for the 

individual exercises in FC. 

5.2.3 Enhanced Engagement in Online Forum Discussion 

FC and BC had forum discussions in the same number and types over the 

semester. There were altogether 51 discussions for the online forum in four 

sub-types in each class:  student-led discussions (n = 25), teacher-led exercise 

discussions (n = 14), teacher-led topic discussions (n = 6) and student 

exemplar work discussions (n = 6). Each student’s average postings per 

discussion (Rp/d) was used to measure student engagement in the online forum. 

Figure 5.3 visualizes student engagement in each sub-type of online forum 

discussions.  

 

Figure 5. 3 Students’ average postings on a topic (Rp/d) to indicate student engagement in the online forum 

discussion in IEC 
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A careful examination of the mean scores for Rp/d (in Table 5.5) indicates that 

students in FC and BC differed in their engagement in the four sub-types of 

online forums. Students in FC were more interactive with peers. They were 

most engaged in student-led discussion (M = 1.10, SD = 0.56) and received far 

more likes from peers (M = 70.24, SD = 28.21). Students in BC tended to follow 

the teacher. They contributed more postings in teacher-led topic discussion (M 

= 1.23, SD = 0.45), teacher-led exercise discussion (M = 0.98, SD = 0.72) and 

student exemplar work (M = 0.36, SD = 0.48). Both paid the least attention to 

exemplar work from peers (MFC = 0.05, SDFC = 0.10; MBC = 0.36, SDBC = 0.48).  

Rp/d & likes 

(n)                                                

Student-

led 

Discussion 

Teacher-led 

Exercise 

Discussion 

Teacher-led 

Topic 

Discussion 

Student 

Exemplar 

Work 

Total 

Postings         

Likes 

(n) 

  

MFC(SDFC) 

(n = 25) 

1.10     

(0.56) 

0.23             

(0.26) 

0.83               

(0.33) 

0.05               

(0.10) 

0.71     

(0.32) 

70.24  

(28.21) 

    

MBC(SDBC) 

（n = 28） 

0.38         

(0.39) 

0.98             

(0.72) 

1.23              

(0.45) 

0.36         

(0.48) 

0.64       

(0.42) 

8.54      

(6.52) 

Table 5. 5 Descriptive statistics of student engagement in the online forum 

The T-test for independent samples (in Table 5.6) showed that the mean score 

of Rp/d for the total postings in FC (M = 0.71, SD = 0.32) did not differ 

significantly (t = 0.67, df = 51, p = .50, d = .19, CI = -0.35, 0.73) from that in BC 

(M = 0.64, SD = 0.42). The Mann-Whitney tests (in Table 5.7) showed that the 

two classes were statistically significantly different from each other in their 

engagement in each sub-type of online forum interaction. Students in FC 

placed significantly more postings in student-led discussion (U = 81.0, Z = -

4.80, p = .000) with a big effect size (r = .66). Meanwhile, they received 

significantly more likes from peers (U = 0.00, Z = -6.24, p = .000) with a very big 

effect size (r = .85). In contrast, students in BC posted statistically significantly 
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more in teacher-led exercise discussion (U = 104, Z = -4.40, p = .000, r = .60), 

teacher-led topic discussion (U = 151, Z = -3.59, p = .000, r = .49) and student 

exemplar work (U = 229, Z = -2.48, p = .013, r = .34), with at least medium 

effect sizes (Cohen, 1988). 

Rp/d M(SD) CI t (df) p (2-tailed) Cohen’s d CI (d) 

FC           

(n = 25) 

0.71 

(0.32) 

-0.14, 

0.27 

0.67 

(51) 

.50 .19 -0.35, 

0.73 

BC          

(n = 28) 

0.64 

(0.42) 

     

Table 5. 6 T-test for independent samples to compare total forum postings between FC and BC 

                                                              

Rp/d & likes (n) 

MFC  

(SDFC) 

MBC 

(SDBC) 

Mann-Whitney 

U score 
Z-score p r 

Student-led 

Discussion  

1.10  

(0.56) 

0.38 

(0.39) 
81.00 -4.80 .000 .66 

Teacher-led Exercise 

Discussion  

0.23 

(0.26) 

0.98 

(0.72) 
104.00 -4.40 .000 .60 

Teacher-led Topic 

Discussion  

0.83 

(0.33) 

1.23 

(0.45) 
151.00 -3.59 .000 .49 

Student Exemplar 

Work                

0.05 

(0.10) 

0.36 

(0.48) 
229.00 -2.48 .013 .34 

Likes (n) 
70.24 

(28.21) 

8.54 

(6.52) 
.000 -6.24 .000 .85 

Table 5. 7 Mann-Whitney tests to compare student engagement in sub-types of forum discussion between 
FC and BC 

The Friedman tests (shown in Table 5.8) were run to further investigate whether 

there was any statistically significant difference in student postings between the 

four sub-types within each class. A statistically significant difference was found 

in FC (2 = 64.79, p = .000), but with a high coefficient of concordance 

(Kendall’s W = .86). The Wilcoxon tests post hoc tests showed statistically 

significant differences in FC students’ postings between teacher-led exercise 

discussion and student-led discussion (Z = -4.37, p = .00), student exemplar 

work discussion and student-led discussion (Z = -4.37, p = .00), teacher-led 

topic discussion and teacher-led exercise discussion (Z = -4.35, p = .00), 

student exemplar work discussion and teacher-led exercise discussion (Z = -
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3.63, p = .00) and student exemplar work discussion and teacher-led topic 

discussion (Z = -4.39, p = .00) at the significance level of .008. There was no 

significant difference between teacher-led topic discussion and student-led 

discussion (Z = -2.00, p = .45). The results indicated that students in FC 

engaged similarly in student-led discussion and teacher-led topic discussion. 

However, they placed significantly fewer postings in teacher-led exercise 

discussion and the least in student exemplar work.   

In BC, a similar statistically significant difference was found in student postings 

between the four sub-types of online forums (2 = 59.46, p = .000), still with a 

high coefficient of concordance (Kendall’s W = .71). The Wilcoxon post hoc 

tests showed statistically significant differences in student postings between 

teacher-led exercise discussion and student-led discussion (Z = -4.27, p = .00), 

teacher-led topic discussion and student-led discussion (Z = -4.60, p = .00), 

student exemplar work discussion and teacher-led exercise discussion (Z = -

4.08, p = .00) and student exemplar work discussion and teacher-led topic 

discussion (Z = -4.63, p = .00) at the significance level of .008 while no 

statistically significant difference between student exemplar work discussion 

and student-led discussion (Z = -0.36, p = .72), and teacher-led topic discussion 

and teacher-led exercise discussion (Z = -2.37, p = .02) at the significance level 

of .008. In brief, students in BC engaged in teacher-led topic discussion and 

exercise discussion to a similar extent, but they were statistically significantly 

less engaged in student-led discussion and student exemplar work. 
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Table 5. 8 Friedman tests to compare student engagement in the four types of online forums 

The quantitative data complemented the focus group findings that, though there 

appeared no significant overall between-class difference in student 

engagement in forum discussion, students in FC and BC were strikingly 

different in their preference for and engagement in the four sub-types of 

discussion. Students in FC were significantly more interactive with their peers in 

forum discussions. They were most engaged in the student-led discussion, 

which may explain why they received many more likes from their peers than did 

students in BC. They were as engaged in teacher-led topic discussions but far 

less engaged in the teacher-led exercise discussion. That was probably 

because most of their problems had been settled in discussions led by 

themselves and the classroom face-to-face group discussions. They rarely 

placed postings in the forum that demonstrated exemplary work from peers. 

Conversely, students in BC were more teacher-led. They significantly 

 
            

Chi-

Square 

         

df 

       

Asymp. 

Sig. 

 

Kendall’s 

Wa 

Wilcoxon Signed Ranks Test                                             

Z (2-tailed Asymp. Sig.*) 

TchE

-Stub 

TchT

-Stuc 

EW-

Stud 

TchT-

TchEe 

EW- 

TchEf 

EW-

TchTg 

FC    
(n = 25) 

64.79 3 .000 .86 -4.37           

(.00)* 

-2.00       

(.45) 

-4.37 

(.00)* 

-4.35 

(.00)* 

-3.63        

(.00)* 

-4.39 

(.00)* 
BC    

(n = 28) 
59.46 3 .000 .71 -4.27           

(.00)* 

-4.60          

(.00)* 

-0.36 

(.72) 

-2.37 

(.02) 

-4.08          

(.00)* 

-4.63 

(.00)* 

a. Kendall’s Coefficient of Concordance 

b. Comparison between teacher-led exercise discussion (TchE) and student-led 

discussion (Stu) 

c. Comparison between teacher-led topic discussion (TchT) and student-led 

discussion 

d. Comparison between student exemplar work discussion (EW) and student-led 

discussion 

e. Comparison between teacher-led topic discussion and teacher-led exercise 

discussion 

f. Comparison between student exemplar work discussion and teacher-led exercise 

discussion 

g. Comparison between student exemplar work discussion and teacher-led topic 

discussion 

* Significance level p = .05/6 = .008 after Bonferroni correction as the Wilcoxon Tests 

were repeated for six paired groups 
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outperformed their peers in FC in all teacher-led discussions, triangulating the 

focus group findings that students in BC were more teacher-centric. As such, 

they interacted far less with their classmates in the online forums. Like their 

peers in FC, students in BC paid the least attention to the exemplar work from 

their peers, which triangulated the qualitative findings that students, on the 

whole, were not making good use of feedback (e.g. learning from the exemplary 

work, reflecting on their own performance and identifying areas for 

improvement in their work) that aimed to improve their performance. It is worth 

noting that all the forum discussions were optional; that is, the students 

mobilized the forums voluntarily. Thus, the data collected from forum 

discussions, compared with those from required activities, can tell more 

truthfully how the students reacted differently to the four sub-types of activities 

and, in turn, how the class design made a difference in student engagement in 

learning. 

5.2.4 Enhanced Engagement in Group Work 

Students in both classes did five group work projects in the semester. The 

mean scores of student completion rate in Table 5.9 indicate that students in 

BC completed all the projects as expected and did more within-group peer 

assessments. However, the results of Mann-Whitney tests (Table 5.9) show 

there was no statistically significant difference between FC and BC in students’ 

completion rate of the projects (U = 336.00, Z = -1.06, p = .29, r = .15), 

students’ attempts in between-group peer assessment (U = 318.50, Z = -0.56, p 

= .57, r = .08) or within-group peer assessment (U = 251.00, Z = -1.77, p = .08, 

r =.24), with small effect sizes. 
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Completion rate & 

peer assessment              
MFC(SDFC) 

(n = 25) 

MBC(SDBC) 

（n = 28） 

Mann-Whitney 

U score 

           

Z-score 

           

p 

             

r 

Completion rate                       

% 
99.2     

(4.00) 

100      

(0.00) 

336.00 -1.06 .29 .15 

Between-group 

assessment (n) 
9.96  

(5.04) 

9.14      

(7.71) 

318.50 -0.56 .57 .08 

Within-group 

assessment (n)                       
11.48     

(4.51) 

13.43 

(5.12) 

251.00 -1.77 .08 .24 

Table 5. 9 Mann-Whitney tests to compare student engagement in group work between FC and BC 

That said, students in each class treated peer assessment in different ways. A 

t-test for paired samples (Table 5.10) showed no statistically significant 

difference (t[24] = -1.58, p = .13, CI = -3.50, 0.46) between FC students’ 

attempts of between-group peer assessment (M = 9.96, SD = 5.04) and those 

of within-group peer assessment (M = 11.48, SD = 4.51), with a modest effect 

size (d =.32, CI = -0.88, 0.24). In contrast, the Wilcoxon test indicated a 

statistically significant difference (Z = -2.57, p = .01, r = .34) between BC 

students’ attempts in between-groups peer assessment (M = 9.14, SD = 7.71) 

and those in within-group peer assessment (M = 13.43, SD = 5.12). Students in 

BC assessed their own work significantly more than their classmates’ work in 

other groups. 

Peer assessment 

attempts  

M(SD) 

(n = 25) 
CI t (df) 

p           

(2-tailed) 

Cohen’s 

d 
CI (d) 

Between-group 

assessment (n) 
9.96 

(5.04) 

-.3.50,       

0.46 

-1.58 

(24) 

.13 .32 -0.88, 

0.24 
Within-group 

assessment (n) 
11.48 

(4.51) 

     

Table 5. 10 T-test for paired samples to compare student engagement in peer assessment in FC 

 

Peer assessment 

attempts              

M (SD)   

(n = 28)  

           

Z-score 

p               

(2-tailed) 

             

r 

Between-group 

assessment (n) 
9.14  

(7.71) 

-2.57 .01 .35 

Within-group 

assessment (n)                       
13.43     

(5.12) 

   

Table 5. 11 Wilcoxon test to compare student engagement in peer assessment in BC 
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The quantitative findings triangulated the focus group results that students in 

FC and BC participated in group work very similarly on the whole. Students’ 

completion rates of group projects were high in both classes, with students in 

BC having a full completion rate. There was no significant difference in 

students’ attempts at peer assessment between the two classes. Both engaged 

more in assessing work within their own groups than the work from the other 

groups. However, the quantitative data revealed that such an orientation was 

statistically significant in BC, indicating again students in BC were more 

introverted. Class design in BC can affect the way students do their group work. 

As class time was mostly taken up by lectures, group work in BC mostly went 

online after class, depending much upon students’ initiative. Hence, assessing 

peers’ work from the other groups was more likely to be left behind by students 

due to their lack of interest in peers’ work or their intention to reduce workload, 

as the focus group discussion indicated. 

5.3 Students’ Enhanced Academic Outcomes 

Student grades from quizzes, individual exercises, essays, group work projects 

and final examinations were collected and compared for evidence of enhanced 

learning outcomes in FC. Factors that predict student academic outcomes in 

the final examinations were further investigated. RQ 2.2 is answered in this 

section. 

5.3.1 Improved Academic Outcomes 

Statistical analyses of student grades indicated no significant difference in 

students’ grades for the final examination and essays between the two classes. 
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However, the two classes differed in grades for the other learning tasks. FC 

performed better than BC in quizzes and individual exercises but did not do as 

well in group work projects. Figure 5.4 visualizes student grades in all the tasks 

and the final examination in the semester. The t-tests for independent samples 

(Table 5.12) showed the mean score for quizzes in FC (M = 84.14, SD = 5.63) 

was statistically significantly higher (t = 2.64, df = 51, p = 0.11, CI = 0.85, 6.23) 

than that in BC (M = 80.58, SD = 4.14) with a moderate effect (d = .73, CI = 

0.17, 1.28). The mean score for individual exercises in FC (M = 88.36, SD = 

4.44) was statistically significantly higher (t = 3.62, df = 51, p = .001, CI = 1.74, 

6.08) than that in BC (M = 84.45, SD = 3.41) with a fairly strong effect (d = .96, 

CI = 0.39, 1.53). However, the mean score for group work projects in FC (M = 

86.53, SD = 2.47) was statistically significantly lower (t = -2.56, df = 51, p = 

.014, CI = -2.76, -0.33) than that in BC (M = 88.08, SD = 1.93) with a moderate 

effect (d = .70, CI = 0.14, 1.26). The t-tests also showed there was no 

statistically significant difference in the mean scores for essays (t = -0.45, df = 

40.98, p = .656, CI = -1.96, 1.25) between FC (M = 80.60, SD = 3.36) and BC 

(M = 80.96, SD = 2.23), but with a weak effect (d = .12, CI = -0.42, 0.66). 

Neither was there a statistically significant difference in the mean scores for the 

final examination (t = -0.35, df = 51, p = .726, CI = -5.88, 4.13) between FC (M 

= 71, SD = 9.25) and BC (M = 71.88, SD = 8.82), with a weak effect (d = .10, CI 

= -0.44, 0.64). 

When further examining the sub-sections of the final examination, the t-tests for 

independent samples (Table 5.12) and Mann-Whitney tests (Table 5.13) did not 

show a statistically significant difference between the two classes in all the sub-
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sections. Figure 5.5 presents student grades in each sub-section of the final 

examination. 

 

Figure 5. 4 Student grades for all the tasks and examinations in the semester 

 

Figure 5. 5 Student grades in each sub-section in the final examination 

The quantitative results showed no statistically significant difference in students’ 

final examination outcomes between FC and BC, in either the total or sub-
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section scores. Nonetheless, it should be noted that FC scored statistically 

significantly lower in essay writing than BC in the placement test, though the 

two classes did not significantly differ in the total scores (shown in Table 3.1). 

Therefore, it may be inferred that FC improved in essay writing over the 

semester. As learning records show, FC performed as well as BC in both 

essays and significantly outperformed BC in quizzes and individual exercises 

during the semester.   

Grades 
MFC(SDFC) 

n = 25 

MBC(SDBC) 

n = 28 
CI t (df) 

p               

(2-tailed) 

Cohen’s 

d 
CI (d) 

Quiz 84.14 

(5.63) 

80.58 

(4.14) 

0.85, 6.23 2.64 

(51) 

.011 .73 0.17, 1.28 

Individual 

exercise 

88.36 

(4.44) 

84.45 

(3.41) 

1.74, 6.08 3.62 

(51) 

.001 .96 0.39, 1.53 

      Essay 80.60 

(3.36) 

80.96 

(2.23) 

-1.96, 1.25 -0.45 

(40.98) 

.656 .12 -0.42, 0.66 

Group 

work 

86.53 

(2.47) 

88.08 

(1.93) 

-2.76,-0.33 -2.56 

(51) 

.014 .70 0.14, 1.26 

Final 

examination 

71.00 

(9.25) 

71.88 

(8.82) 

-5.88, 4.13 -0.35 

(51) 

.726 .10 -0.44, 0.64 

Gr. & Vo. 11.72 

(1.93) 

12.50 

(2.44) 

-1.99, 0.43 -1.30 

(50.28) 

.200 .36 -0.19, 0.90 

Translation 16.78 

(2.01) 

16.93 

(1.73) 

-1.18, 0.88 -0.29 

(51) 

.774 .08 -0.46, 0.62 

Writing 14.38 

(2.21) 

14.52 

(1.89) 

-1.27, 0.99 -0.25  

(51) 

.807 .07 -0.47, 0.61 

Table 5. 12 T-tests for independent samples to compare student grades between FC and BC 

 

Grades              
MFC(SDFC) 

(n = 25) 

MBC(SDBC) 

（n = 28） 

Mann-Whitney 

U score 

           

Z-score 

           

p 

             

r 

Cloze 5.80     

(1.91) 

4.89      

(2.47) 

270.00 -1.44 .15 .20 

Reading 16.00  

(2.27) 

15.96      

(3.11) 

338.00 -0.22 .83 .03 

Word formation 6.32     

(2.87) 

7.07   

(2.46) 

300.00 -0.90 .37 .12 

Table 5. 13 Mann-Whitney tests to compare student grades between FC and BC 

5.3.2 Contributing Factors of Academic Outcomes   

The Pearson test and Spearman test (in Table 5.14) indicated that FC students’ 

grades in their final examinations were correlated statistically significantly with 
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their grades for the placement tests (p = .005, r = .542) and their individual 

exercise grades (p = .004, r = .560). The Pearson test and the Spearman test 

(in Table 5.15) showed that BC students’ grades in their final examinations 

were correlated statistically significantly with their grades in the placement test 

(p = .011, r = .476), quizzes (p = .008, r = .494) and individual exercises (p = 

.001, r = .583). The correlation coefficient is used as the effect size in 

correlation data, where a coefficient of correlation between .5 and .8 is 

interpreted as a strong positive effect, and one between .3 and .5 is interpreted 

as a moderate positive effect (Cohen et al., 2011).  

Correlation       r 

(ρ) 

 M 

(SD) 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

1. Final 

examination    

grades 

71.00  

(9.25) 
1           

2. Placement test 

grades 

75.64 

(8.28) 
.542** 1          

3. Video 

attempts (Rw/l) 

1.55 

(0.45) 
.088 -.432* 1         

4. Forum 

attempts (Rp/d) 

0.71 

(0.32) 
.138 .027 .322 1        

5. Essay 

attempts 

7.8 

(4.29) 
.200 -.066 .324 -.321 1       

6. Peer 

assessment 

21.44 

(8.27) 
.293 .467* -.097 -.054 .282 1      

7. Quiz grades 84.14 

(5.63) 
.226 .246 -.017 .161 .300 .068 1     

8. Individual 

exercise grades 

88.36 

(4.44) 
.560** 

.357 

.340 .240 .124 .405* .373 .384 1    

9. Essay grades 80.60 

(3.36) 
.134 .256 -.012 .458* .354 .237 .167 1   

10. Group work 

grades 

86.53 

(2.47) 
.129 .365 -.130 .017 .154 .099 .233 .011 .088 1  

11. Independent 

work completion 

rate (ρ) 

0.99  

(0.02) 
-.065 -.099 .109 .044 .252 .207 .107 .206 .327 -.266 1 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).  

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).  

Table 5. 14 Correlation tests of student performance in learning activities in FC 
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Table 5. 15 Correlation tests of student performance in learning activities in BC 

Multiple linear regression was then applied to model the influence of the 

individual exercise grade and the placement test grade on students’ final 

examination outcomes in FC. The two variables entered the model in a 

stepwise sequence (Table 5.16).  The adjusted R square in the model for FC 

(R2 = .40, F[2,22] = 9.12, p = .001) indicated moderate goodness of fit of the 

model (Cohen et al., 2011). The beta weighting of the variable Individual 

exercise grades (β = .42, t = 2.53, p = .019) and that of the variable Placement 

test grades (β = .40, t = 2.37, p = .027) in FC indicated a moderate effect size 

of the two predictor variables (Cohen et al., 2011) for FC students’ final 

examination grades. Multiple linear regression in BC (Table 5.16) showed that 

the individual exercise grade and the placement test grade entered the model in 

a stepwise sequence, but the quiz grade did not.  The adjusted R square in the 

Correlation       

r (ρ) 

 M 

(SD) 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

1. Final 

examination 

grades 

71.88  

(8.82) 
1           

2. Placement 

test grades 

78.40 

(9.40) 
.476* 1          

3. Video 

attempts (Rw/l) 

0.84 

(0.41) 
-.102 -.230 1         

4. Forum 

attempts (Rp/d) 

0.64 

(0.42) 
.013 -.283 .584** 1        

5. Essay 

attempts 

10.32 

(5.74) 
-.148 -.244 .200 .399* 1       

6. Peer 

assessment 

22.57 

(10.34) 
-.026 .226 .173 -.061 -.101 1      

7. Quiz grades 80.58 

(4.14) 
.494** .449* .115 .320 .016 -.031 1     

8. Individual 

exercise grades 

84.45 

(3.41) 
.583** .210 .335 .248 -.071 .212 .650** 1    

9. Essay grades 80.96 

(2.23) 
.075 -.004 .183 .184 .011 .336 .421* .108 1   

10. Group work 

grades 

88.08 

(1.93) 
.-.048 .031 .251 .213 .115 .356 -.031 .216 .108 1  

11. Independent 

work completion 

rate (ρ) 

0.99  

(0.03) 
.143 -.094 .209 .453* .006 .302 .313 .556** .268 .204 1 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).  

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).  
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model for BC (R2 = .428, F[2,25] = 11.12, p < .001) indicated moderate 

goodness of fit of the model (Cohen et al., 2011). The beta weighting of the 

variable Individual exercise grades in BC (β = .51, t = 3.40, p = .002) indicated 

a strong effect size of the predictor variable for BC students’ final examination 

grades. The beta weighting of the variable placement test grades in BC (β 

= .37, t = 2.49, p = .02) indicated a moderate effect size of the predictor variable 

for students’ final examination grades. 

variances 

Final examination grades 
FC (n = 25) BC (n = 28) 

β
(standardized) 

 95% CI VIF 
β
(standardized) 

95% CI VIF 

Constant -40.77 -101.53, 

19.99 

- -65.63 -131.64, 

0.38            

- 

Individual 

exercise grades  

.42* 0.16, 1.61 1.131 .51** 0.52, 2.1 1.046 

Placement test 

grades 

.40* 0.06, 0.83 1.131 .37* 0.06, 0.63 1.046 

R2 (adjusted) .40   .43   

F (2,22) 9.12**   (2,25) 11.12**   

D-W 1.545   1.797   

*p <.05; **p <.01       

Table 5. 16 Multiple linear regression to predict contributing factors of the final examination outcomes  

The regression models in Table 5.16 show that in both classes, students’ 

placement test grades and their individual exercise grades can significantly 

predict their final examination outcomes, with individual exercise grades 

exerting a bigger influence on the final examination outcomes. Table 5.14 

indicates that FC students’ individual exercise grades are positively correlated 

with their essay attempts (p = .045, r = .405) which are positively associated 

with their essay grades (p = .021, r = .458). It indicated that FC students’ 

enhanced performance in individual exercises was related to their improved 

performance in essay writing. Further, as students wrote and revised essays 

out of class on their own, it can be inferred that FC students’ improved 
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language skills had much to do with their learning autonomy. Table 5.15 shows 

that BC students’ individual exercise grades are positively correlated with their 

quiz grades (p < .001, r = .65) which are positively associated with their essay 

grades (p = .026, r = .421). It can be inferred that BC students’ acquired 

language skills were closely related to the subject content they learned in class. 

It corroborated the qualitative findings that BC students learned primarily from 

lectures. 

It should be noted that the multiple linear regression models also indicated that 

students’ previous language proficiency was another important predictor of their 

learning outcome in IEC. Due to differences in class design, students’ grades 

for placement tests correlated with student performance in quite different ways 

in the two classes. In BC, students’ placement test grades correlated with their 

quiz grades (p = .016, r = .45), indicating that BC students’ language knowledge 

learning had much to do with their previous language proficiency. In FC, 

students’ placement test grades negatively correlated with their video watching 

rates (p = .03, r = -.43), indicating that students with lower language proficiency 

made more use of videos. However, FC students’ placement test grades were 

positively associated with their peer assessment attempts (p = .019, r = .467), 

indicating that students with higher language proficiency were more interactive 

in group work. This result corroborates with the focus group findings that 

language proficiency was one of the factors that influenced students’ 

engagement in group work. In brief, the different correlation patterns between 

student performance in the learning activities in FC and BC indicate that class 

design may affect student performance in the course. 
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5.4 Summary 

This chapter examined student engagement in the learning activities and their 

obtained scores for evidence of enhanced engagement and learning outcomes 

in FC. The quantitative findings were triangulated with the qualitative findings. 

The results show FC students took great initiative in pre-class activities: they 

watched videos repeatedly, attaching particular importance to grammar and 

writing videos; they completed pre-class quizzes a hundred per cent and then 

joined in peer-led online discussion forums actively. Overall, they were more 

interactive with their classmates and less teacher-centred than students in BC. 

In terms of academic outcomes, students in FC performed equally well in the 

final examination as their peers in BC, and they caught up with peers in BC in 

essay writing. Throughout the semester, they significantly outperformed their 

peers in BC in quizzes and individual exercises. However, the quantitative data 

showed that FC students’ group work grades were not as good as those in BC. 

The time limit for group work tasks could be an obstacle to FC students’ 

performance. The quantitative data further revealed that students’ grades in the 

placement test and the individual exercises were significant predictors of their 

grades in the final examination. That suggests that students’ previous language 

proficiency and the language skills they acquired over the semester determined 

their performance in the final examination. The quantitative data, when 

corroborating the qualitative, indicates that class design can be a factor that 

influences student engagement in learning.  
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Chapter 6: Discussion 

6.1 Introduction 

Chapter Four, reporting the qualitative phase of this project, explored FC 

students’ engagement in the learning activities and answered RQ1; Chapter 

Five, reporting the quantitative phase, investigated students’ enhanced 

performance and outcomes in FC and answered RQ2. In this chapter, the 

findings from the previous two chapters will be brought together to illuminate 

what affected student engagement in the learning activities of FC. A joint 

display of the qualitative findings and the quantitative findings is presented in 

Appendix Seven. Then critical reflections on the design and the implementation 

of flipped classrooms and the formative course evaluations are made to 

generate evidence for improvement. RQ 3 and RQ 4 are answered in this 

chapter: 

RQ 3. What affects student engagement in learning activities in FC? 

RQ 4. What are the reflections and areas for improvement regarding 

flipped EFL classrooms and formative course evaluation? 

    RQ 4.1 What are the critical reflections on the design and 

implementation of flipped EFL classrooms? 

RQ 4.2 What are the critical reflections on formative course evaluation 

of the flipped EFL classrooms? 
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6.2 Factors Influencing Student Engagement in the Learning Activities in 

FC 

In this section, the qualitative and the quantitative findings are brought together 

for insights into the factors that influence student engagement in the learning 

activities in FC. Student engagement is complex and multifaceted; it is 

fundamentally situational, arising from the interplay of the context and the 

individual (Wilson et al., 2022). A large body of research on student 

engagement has indicated that the factors influencing student engagement are 

many and various. According to Kahu’s conceptual framework for student 

engagement (Kahu, 2013; Kahu & Nelson, 2018), these factors fall primarily 

into three categories: students’ psychosocial characteristics, structural factors, 

and sociocultural influences. In this section, the key factors influencing student 

engagement in FC will be discussed by referring to these three categories in 

Kahu’s engagement framework. From the triangulated qualitative and 

quantitative data, four factors are sorted out as primarily enhancing or hindering 

FC students’ engagement in learning activities. These four factors are the 

flipping class design, student characteristics, foreign language learning 

assessment and China’s educational system. The first two factors, which fall 

into the category of psychosocial characteristics, are directly driven from the 

converged data; the structural factor of assessment policy and practice and the 

sociocultural factor of China’s educational system are inferred based on the 

findings of the two corroborated datasets. RQ 3 is answered in this section. 
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6.2.1 Class design 

According to Kahu’s conceptual framework, psychosocial influences 

immediately affect student engagement (Kahu, 2013; Kahu & Nelson, 2018). 

These influences include the university dimension, the student dimension and 

the interacting relationships between the two. Individual student engagement 

occurs dynamically at the complex intersection of students’ characteristics and 

backgrounds and the institution and its practices. Teaching practices, students’ 

characteristics and previous experiences, and student relationships with the 

staff and peers are examples of widely accepted factors in this category. The 

qualitative and quantitative findings in this study corroborate to confirm that the 

flipped class design and practices increased FC students’ interaction with peers 

and improved their performance in the learning activities, thus, contributing to 

enhanced student engagement in learning. 

6.2.1.1 Arrangement of Learning Activities 

The series of learning activities arranged in FC appeared to help to improve 

student engagement and learning outcomes. The converged results of this 

project indicated that students in FC were actively engaged in learning the core 

subject content via recorded instructional videos. Students of lower language 

proficiency, in particular, spent more time on the videos. These findings are 

consistent with the existing flipped practice literature that videos offer students 

more opportunities for review and mastery (Elmaadaway, 2018; van Alten et al., 

2019). Videos benefit students of lower performance more (Lombardini et al., 

2018) because the cognitive load can be reduced in processing the learning 
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materials by enabling students to control the frequency and the pace of video 

watching (Abeysekera & Dawson, 2015). The quiz results of this study confirm 

that videos can be more effective than lectures in learning the core subject 

knowledge, as the learning records in LMS show that students in FC not only 

significantly outperformed students in BC in the overall quiz score but did better 

in every quiz throughout the semester. It may well be that, compared with 

lectures, videos were shorter and controlled by students at their own pace of 

learning.  

The quantitative and qualitative results triangulate that students in FC took 

quizzes seriously. The qualitative data explain that students used quizzes to 

measure how they learned the core subject knowledge from the videos. The 

pre-class instructional videos and quizzes made students conscious of their 

problems, motivating their involvement in online forum discussions, as the 

participants reported in focus group discussions. The quantitative data further 

illuminate that students in FC engaged most in the discussion forum led by 

themselves and designed for them to share and discuss their problems 

encountered in videos and quizzes. Recent meta-analysis studies have 

suggested that quizzes in flipped classrooms positively affect learning 

outcomes (Hew et al., 2021; van Alten et al., 2019), but pre-class discussions 

can be more effective than quizzes in enhancing student performance (Strelan 

et al., 2020). That is probably because discussions provoke interaction and 

reflection, which are deeper approaches to learning. However, quantitative 

statistics in this project did not indicate any significant correlation between video 

watching, quiz performance and forum discussion in FC. Focus group 
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discussions revealed it might be because many students took part in forum 

discussions to answer peers’ questions instead of asking questions. By 

enabling students to share and work out their problems together, forum 

discussion contributed to establishing a learning community in FC. Abundant 

research on student engagement suggests that learning communities foster 

learning (Kahu, 2013; Kahu & Nelson, 2018; Wu et al., 2017). Empirical 

evidence has supported that interacting with peers positively affects almost all 

aspects of student development, including general education, personal-social 

development and intellectual skills (Kuh et al., 1997; Lai, 2021; Yu et al., 2018). 

Therefore, the more students interact with peers in educationally purposeful 

ways, the more likely they are to engage in their learning (Zhoc et al., 2018). 

The participants in the focus groups testified that by interacting with peers, they 

not only enhanced learning but developed a sense of belonging.  

It is worth mentioning that the increased peer interaction in the online 

discussion forum should be primarily attributed to the flipped class design. 

Students in BC were inclined to be led by the teacher rather than interact with 

peers when treated with the same learning activities but arranged in a different 

pattern. Students’ long-established habit of learning in a teacher-centred 

pattern might have further explained why they paid the slightest attention to the 

forum of exemplary peer work, as peer interaction of this kind was rare in their 

previous schooling. It should be noted that as all the online forum discussions 

were optional, that is, the students mobilized online forums on their own 

initiative; the differences in student engagement in online forums between FC 
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and BC can be more telling as evidence that the flipping class design enhances 

peer interaction. 

The results of this study support the existing flipped practice literature that pre-

class learning activities prepare students for active classroom participation (Al-

Zahrani, 2015; Chuang et al., 2018; Munir et al., 2018). Videos and quizzes, 

coupled with forum discussions in FC, effectively equipped the students with 

essential subject knowledge for classroom activities. It is particularly beneficial 

for foreign language learning. According to the cognitive load theory, learning 

becomes effective when there is a sufficient cognitive capacity for working 

memory (de Jong, 2009). When students’ cognitive load to process language 

forms is reduced, they have more cognitive capacity to process language 

content. Learning, hence, becomes more meaningful. This study showed that 

students in FC not only completed their individual exercises in less time but with 

significantly better quality. In addition to pre-class preparation, FC students’ 

improved performance in individual exercises can be partly attributed to the 

face-to-face group discussion in class. Qualitative data indicated that by 

interacting with peers, students understood better the questions under 

discussion and improved their answers with what they learned from group 

discussion. That confirms the extant findings that flipped classes foster deep 

learning (Kim et al., 2017; Munir et al., 2018), which features meaningful 

understanding (Richardson, 2005). The sociocultural perspective of learning 

holds that all higher forms of learning and cognitive development are social in 

nature (Lantolf, 2009). Empirical evidence from a myriad of research on flipping 

pedagogy supports that interaction in the flipped classroom not only enhances 
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student engagement but promotes higher-order thinking processes (Kim et al., 

2017) such as reasoning (Betihavas et al., 2016), critical thinking (Munir et al., 

2018), and creativity (Al-Zahrani, 2015). 

An additional bonus of the flipping approach in this study is that it improves 

students’ understanding of effective language learning. Students in FC 

appreciated learning by doing or enquiry and held that learning a language in 

an authentic context is more effective than in lectures. Compared with students 

in BC, they were less enthusiastic about vocabulary books and mock-test 

papers. However, it should be admitted that the different class design in the 

flipped class poses some challenges to adaptation. Qualitative results show 

that most students in FC took longer to become adjusted. 

6.2.1.2 Time Limit for Tasks 

The results of this study further indicate that the time limit for tasks in FC can 

influence student engagement and performance in learning activities. Despite 

the opportunity for face-to-face interaction in class, students in FC did not 

perform as well in group work as in BC. That may result from the limited time on 

task. In FC, there was a 30-minute time limit for group work in each period, 

which, as some students revealed, was insufficient to complete their tasks. 

Early work on language learning discovers that learners’ cognitive processes 

are closely linked to the availability of planning time (Kormos & Trebits, 2012). 

The time limit may also explain students’ lower completion rate of individual 

exercises in FC. However, FC students’ grades in individual exercises were still 

significantly higher. That is probably because group work involves more higher-
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order thinking skills, thus is more complicated than exercises focusing on 

language skills. Research on educational psychology indicates that sufficient 

time on task is conducive to in-depth information processing and higher-order 

thinking processes (de Jong, 2009). By contrast, group work in BC was done 

after class, so sufficient time on tasks was likely to contribute to BC’s better 

performance in group work considering the two classes were working on the 

same project.  

On the other hand, this study found that some students in FC did not make full 

use of their class time for group work, indicating that students’ inferior 

performance might not just result from limited time for the task but from their 

ineffective use of time. The existing research on flipping pedagogy suggests 

that group work is the most difficult to handle of all the learning activities in a 

flipped class (Betihavas et al., 2016; Chuang et al., 2018; Elmaadaway, 2018; 

Lombardini et al., 2018; Munir et al., 2018) despite its value to enhance learning 

through interaction and collaboration (Akçayıra & Akçayır, 2018; Lin & Hwang, 

2018; van Alten et al., 2019). The qualitative findings of this study indicate that 

group work contributed most to the development of higher-order cognitive skills, 

but its value was not legitimately received by students in both classes, 

regardless of the different class designs. The quantitative results added that 

group work appeared irrelevant to the course. Neither students’ attempts nor 

grades for group work were correlated with the other learning activities and their 

final examination scores for IEC. That indicates explanations other than class 

design and teaching practice need to be brought in to understand students’ 

engagement in group work. 



 

184 

6.2.2 Student Characteristics 

Kahu argues that student engagement is rarely influenced by institutional 

factors or student factors separately, but most probably by the interplay of the 

two dimensions, and that student engagement occurs when the two dimensions 

align (Kahu & Nelson, 2018). The results of this study indicated that FC 

students’ engagement in the learning activities depended much upon the 

compatibility between what a task expected students to do and a complicated 

combination of skills, attitudes and values on the part of students. This finding is 

consistent with existing literature that students’ reactions to learning are 

associated with the nature of the task, students’ skills, personality, interests and 

past experiences (Kahu, 2013). 

6.2.2.1 Student Skills 

Consistent with the findings by Betihavas et al. (2016), Lombardini et al. (2018) 

and Munir et al. (2018), this study found student inertia or resistance to group 

work. Similar to the findings of previous studies on peer collaboration, students 

reported they were discouraged by their unpleasant experiences when working 

with peers, such as unequal distribution of responsibility within a group, 

ineffective interactions with peers (Elmaadaway, 2018) or unaccountable group 

members (van Alten et al., 2019). The tools students used for doing the tasks, 

LMS, for instance, were sometimes blamed by them for their 

underperformance. In addition, strikingly similar to Chen’s findings from a 

collaborative online writing project (Chen et al., 2021), students in this project 

interacted in their groups more in a simple cooperative pattern where group 
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members worked separately and then pieced their work together than in a 

collaborative manner with sustained peer interactions and shared responsibility.  

The qualitative data provided evidence that students lacked skills for effective 

communication and task management because they lacked collaborative 

learning experiences, which was supported by a body of educational studies on 

Chinese students (Barratt-Pugh et al., 2018; Chen et al., 2021).  In addition, the 

qualitative and quantitative results in this study converged to show that 

students’ English language proficiency can affect their performance and 

engagement in learning. It should be noted that the participants in this study 

were English majors, so English language proficiency for them was not just a 

communicative skill but a subject skill. All these findings pulled together, this 

project suggests that students’ skills in the subject field, communication and 

task management affect their engagement in collaboration. However, it is 

interesting to note, as the qualitative data show, that students’ interactive skills 

developed as the semester went on, but they did not do group work with much 

difference. Hence, lack of skills explains just part of students’ superficial 

engagement in group work.  

6.2.2.2 Learning Attitude  

Previous studies suggest that students’ self-efficacy and the value they attach 

to an activity are two significant determinants of learning motivation, affecting 

students’ choices of learning activities and their engagement in the chosen 

activities (Lai, 2021). The review research by Betihavas et al. (2016) concluded 

that students in flipped learning did not perceive the value of interaction. 
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Similarly, this study found that students did not buy into the value of working 

with peers, which can be the underlying cause of their inactivity in group work. It 

is worth noting that despite the difference in class design, students in both FC 

and BC in this project thought about and dealt with group work in much the 

same way. Many believed they did not learn much of use from working in 

groups, so it was not time-effective. Students’ reaction to group work brings 

about the issue of compatibility between what a learning activity aims to 

achieve and what students expect to gain from the activity, which is what Kahu 

and Nelson (2018) argue to be the alignment between the institutional 

dimension and the student dimension. 

The results of this project show that while students in FC doubted the value of 

group work, many were motivated to join in the student-led online discussion 

forum and received classroom group discussion quite positively. Qualitative 

data suggested that one possible explanation was that students were 

extrinsically motivated by obtaining higher grades in learning tasks. By joining 

online forum discussions and classroom group discussions, students in FC 

could get developmental feedback to improve their performance in quizzes and 

individual exercises for higher grades. According to Richardson (2005), 

students who aim to obtain high grades tend to use a strategic approach to 

learning, switching between the surface approach for assessment purposes 

and the deep approach to meaningful understanding. While students were 

eager to get higher grades, group work results were beyond individual students’ 

control as their efforts were likely to be compromised by their peers. When 

unsure of the returns their efforts could bring, it was natural that students used 
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a surface approach to learning. Most of them just completed their part of the 

task for assessment purposes. 

A further look into the learning objectives of these three interactive activities 

may add more insights into the underlying attitude that shaped students’ 

motivation for engagement: online forum discussions helped students solve 

their problems with subject content; classroom group discussions enhanced 

students’ mastery of language skills; group work developed students’ 

collaborative and higher-order thinking skills. Students in FC were quite 

motivated to enhance their language knowledge and skills, as evidenced by the 

statistical results of their significantly invested time and effort in grammar and 

writing videos and student-led online forum discussions. The misalignment 

between learning objectives and student expectations is evident here: group 

work aims to develop students’ interactive and higher-order thinking skills, but 

students were keen to enhance their language knowledge and skills. Students’ 

obsession with subject knowledge and skills is not unique to students in FC but 

common to Chinese students in general, which has much to do with students’ 

previous educational experiences that are mediated by assessment policy and 

practices and shaped by China’s educational system. These factors belong to 

structural and socio-cultural influences and will be discussed in the following 

sections.   

Here we will look into the impact of these educational practices and contexts on 

students as they shape students’ belief in effective learning.  In this study, 

students’ belief in developing language skills by doing repeated paper-and-

pencil exercises may well result from their confidence in the effectiveness of 
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doing so. After all, to most of them, this is how they managed to compete with 

most of their peers and finally go to university. Many participants suggested 

they should be tested regularly and ranked accordingly to know how they 

learned. Many students in this study acknowledged they gauged learning with 

test scores, so much so that they felt at a loss as to what they had learned 

without being tested and lost their goals for endeavours. It should be noted that 

what the students meant by “being tested” is to do test papers in the form of 

standardized tests; quizzes, to them, are too informal to be tests. 

 A wealth of research shows that excessive test-taking experiences have a 

cumulative negative impact on students, resulting in decreased motivation to 

give genuine effort, increased use of inappropriate learning strategies, and, to 

some, growing disillusionment about tests (Nichols & Dawson, 2012). Early 

work also concludes that summative assessments, in particular, compromise 

students’ beliefs about the value of learning, leading to performance 

comparison among students at the expense of deeper learning (Hughes, 2011; 

Nichols & Dawson, 2012). That explained students’ enthusiasm about 

comparing grades and points with peers and their neglect of feedback 

conducive to their performance in the learning activities. Nevertheless, the 

results of this study show that students in FC were more engaged in learning 

activities and less performance-oriented than BC. One explanation can be that 

there was more interaction between students in FC than in BC, which promoted 

active and deeper learning. 
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6.2.2.3 Student Values 

The influence of face-issue values on peer interaction between students is 

discussed in this section. The face-issue mentality has its root in China’s social-

cultural context. It is discussed in this section because the face issues affect 

individual students differently, shaping how they engage in collaboration to 

various extents. A body of educational research concerning Chinese students 

concludes that Chinese students tend to avoid making critical comments to 

save face in peer feedback (Chen et al., 2021; Yu et al., 2018). This study 

added empirical evidence to the existing literature.  

Peer assessment was affected most by students’ face-issue mentality in this 

project. When peer assessment was not anonymous, students were more likely 

to assess peers’ work indiscriminately to avoid offending peers. It should be 

noted that many students did apply the assessment criteria provided for them, 

but on most occasions, much more leniently, so there were differences, but tiny 

ones, in grades for work of different quality. Nicol et al. (2013) explained that 

students’ application of assessment criteria was affected by their experiences, 

resulting in their using two sets of criteria simultaneously: the explicit set 

provided by the teacher to calibrate their practice and the implicit set deriving 

from their own experiences. Students in this project were aware that their 

practices undermined the role of assessment, but they believed what they did 

was natural and appropriate.  

As such, many doubted the value of peer assessment. There is no denying that 

some students used face-issue as an excuse to circumvent the assessment 
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task. LMS records showed that some students assessed peers’ work with the 

same grade throughout the term, disregarding the quality of the work and the 

given criteria. All these findings indicated that the effects of peer feedback and 

peer assessment were undermined by students’ conceptions of social 

conventions. However, what should be noted is that though students in FC and 

BC reacted to peer assessment in much the same way, there was statistically 

significant inertia in BC with between-group peer assessment, indicating a 

difference possibly resulting from class design. 

6.2.3 Assessments in Foreign Language Teaching 

According to Kahu’s conceptual framework of engagement (Kahu, 2013), the 

structural factors, though not exerting a direct influence, have a recognized 

impact on student engagement by interplaying with the psychosocial influences. 

The findings of this project indicate that the current assessment practice in the 

discipline of foreign language teaching can be a critical factor that shapes FC 

students’ engagement in learning activities. It explains students’ obsessive 

effort to develop subject knowledge and skills by doing paper-and-pencil 

exercises and their lack of interest in collaborating with peers for group tasks. 

Existing research has proved that assessment practices influence student 

understandings of learning, which produce a substantial impact on what 

students value to learn and how they approach learning (Fletcher et al., 2011; 

Nichols & Dawson, 2012; Zhang & Bournot-Trites, 2021). Assessment in HE 

serves to provide information about student learning, teaching quality and 

program accountability. Educationists share that to ensure students graduate 
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with critical academic and professional skills, assessments should aim to 

evaluate student attainment of higher-order skills, such as critical thinking, 

creativity, collaboration and leadership (Barratt-Pugh et al., 2018; Fletcher et 

al., 2011). In reality, the assessment practice in the discipline of foreign 

language teaching is not quite in concordance with these high-end purposes. 

These critical skills for life success are usually assessed formatively in 

everyday classroom-based learning tasks as low stakes. High-stakes 

summative assessments like final examinations or national/international 

standardized tests focus more on the test-takers’ language proficiency: their 

knowledge and skills of the target language. Group work tasks appear 

unrelated to high-stake tests in both form and content. Most high-stakes tests 

contain, in a large proportion, standardized items of multiple choices and blank 

filling. Essay writing in these tests may be the most related to group work tasks. 

However, essay writing in high-stakes tests accounts for a limited proportion 

and focuses more on language form, where deficiency in higher-order thinking 

skills is often offset by rich vocabulary, precise diction and accurate grammar. 

Students in general, and Chinese students in particular, deem high-stakes 

assessments as having consequential implications for their future. Therefore, 

students in FC insistently held that time and effort for learning should be 

devoted to what was useful for those critical tests. The emphasis on language 

skills in high-stakes assessments shaped, in a way, FC students’ conceptions 

of learning activities, which, in turn, influenced the way they approached these 

activities. 
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6.2.4 China’s Educational System 

Examining student engagement within the broad social, political and cultural 

context offers crucial insight into why students become engaged or disengaged 

in learning (Kahu, 2013; Kahu & Nelson, 2018). It will be impossible to fully 

understand the participants’ lack of skills and confidence in interactive activities 

and their obsession with higher grades in this study without looking into China’s 

wider socio-cultural context where its educational system is embedded.  

6.2.4.1 Strict Testing System 

Abundant evidence in the existing literature supports that much of the learning 

and teaching practices in China are shaped by its high-stakes testing systems 

(Barratt-Pugh et al., 2018; Zhang & Bournot-Trites, 2021) that pervade current 

China’s entire educational system. In China, stringent criterion-referenced tests 

are used to select students at every stage of schooling, from primary school to 

doctorate programmes. Under such an assessment context, to win better 

resources that open up more chances for further education, a student has to 

rank high, which means s/he has to do better than the others. Through rounds 

of selection by high-stakes tests, no more than 40% of the student population 

has the opportunity for higher education (Liu & Li, 2020). In a sense, these tests 

that aim to select higher-achieving students for further education are critical to 

Chinese students as they can have irreversible consequences on their life 

trajectories. As a result, the importance of test grades and grade ranking is 

deeply rooted in Chinese students’ minds at the very beginning of schooling. 
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Educational assessment environments influence approaches to teaching and 

learning. Nichols and Dawson (2012) find that high-stakes testing systems 

change what is taught in schools: in most classrooms, content that will be 

tested is emphasized; content that will not be eliminated. Meanwhile, teachers 

spend large amounts of time preparing students for tests and emphasize their 

importance to students. Previous research on China’s educational system and 

qualitative findings in this study prove that some students do not have listening 

and speaking training at all in high school English classes because tests of 

these two subsets of skills are not mandatory in University Entrance 

Examination in their regions (Zhang & Bournot-Trites, 2021). It should be noted 

that in China, this is not a practice by individual teachers or in specific 

classrooms but instead arises from shared regional or provincial practices. 

Existing research finds that less competitive schools are more likely to be test-

centric (Zhang & Bournot-Trites, 2021). Some students in this study further 

revealed that to prepare for the University Entrance Examination, they did 

endless mock test papers and were only taught what was in these papers in 

high school English classes. That brings some clues to students’ lack of 

interactive experiences and skills. Interactions, especially those between peers, 

rarely occur in high school English classes because they are of limited use to 

those high-stakes tests. The perceived criticality of the tests by all the 

stakeholders underlies the examination-centric teaching and learning approach 

that screens all irrelevant elements to tests. To quote one of the participants in 

the focus group, “We couldn’t afford that time [to develop interactive skills] in 

class.”  
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That explains, to some extent, students’ preference to be spoon-fed in learning. 

It is about the time cost. It is more time-efficient to get straightforward 

instructions and answers from the teacher so that students have more time to 

drill and achieve automaticity for tests. Unlike Nichols’s findings based on the 

testing system in the United States, where teachers’ preoccupation with tests 

resulted in students’ missed opportunities for authentic learning experiences 

(Nicol et al., 2013); in China, such preoccupations are driven more by students 

themselves and parental expectations. 

6.2.4.2 Limited Educational Resources 

Underlying the fierce competition in education is the limited educational 

resources in the country. China now has a vast student population of about 0.3 

billion, while only about four per cent of its Gross Domestic Product (GDP) goes 

to the education sector each year (Liu & Li, 2020). There is no exaggeration to 

say that in China, behind every student’s competition at school is the contest 

between family background and resources. It leads up to the issue of 

educational equity, as students from families of higher social and economic 

status are sure to have more access to better educational resources, driving 

under-privileged students into a disadvantageous position in this competition. In 

the face of an ever-increasing student body and limited educational resources, 

the current testing system, as a means of selecting students, may stay in effect 

for a long time. That is because, to the government, it is the most cost-efficient 

way to allocate its limited educational resources to the most talented students; 

meanwhile, the only way to orchestrate the available resources with equity 

(Barratt-Pugh et al., 2018). Without this strict testing system, children from 
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families of low economic status can be even more disadvantaged in this 

competition. However, as long as the current educational system continues to 

exist, students’ approach to learning will be difficult to change, as their 

approach to learning is continually reinforced by the same system and, in 

addition, has deep cultural roots. 

6.2.5 Brief Summary 

Abundant empirical evidence in educational research has concluded that 

students use different approaches to learning. The results of this study indicate 

that the flipping design does enhance student engagement in learning activities 

in the flipped EFL classroom under investigation. However, the extent to which 

students engage in the learning activities is very much influenced by their 

conceptions of the activities and their skills, which are shaped by their previous 

educational experiences, institutional factors and the socio-cultural context. It 

should be noted that the factors discussed in this section are by no means 

inclusive but the primary ones that influence student engagement in FC based 

on the findings of this study.  

Another important factor that moderates students’ learning experience in IEC 

should be mentioned here. The use of learning technology, LMS, in this study, 

played a role far beyond an assistive tool of content delivery; it, as the 

published studies support, enhances student interaction with peers, teachers, 

and learning materials (Chang & Hung, 2019; Macfadyen & Dawson, 2012). It 

assisted, in particular, in establishing a learners’ community via the online 

forum, thus promoting learner-centred active learning (Pardo, 2014). Essential 
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as LMS is to IEC, this study indicates it was not a primary factor influencing 

student engagement in the FC. Recent studies also support that learning 

technology moderates student engagement in flipped classrooms but has no 

direct impact on it (Lai et al., 2021). In this study, the two predictors of learning 

outcomes, the placement test and the individual exercises, have little 

connection with technology use. Besides, the qualitative results of this study 

indicate that, though students lacked previous experience and skills in using 

LMS, their affective reactions towards LMS were actually more situational. 

Student dissatisfaction with LMS relented when they performed the tasks well 

and when they became familiar with doing tasks online. Nevertheless, the 

results of this study do support the existing findings that ease of use and 

perceived usefulness are important parameters of students’ technology 

acceptance (Chang & Hung, 2019; Papamitsiou & Economides, 2014). 

Henderson et al. (2015) argue that, in addition to the individual agency, how a 

course is structured, its content is created and delivered, and assessments are 

designed all frame students’ use and perception of digital technologies. That 

may help explain to some extent the differences in affective reaction to LMS 

between FC and BC, where students in FC demonstrated better acceptance 

than BC. 

6.3 Reflections and Areas for Improvement 

The primary purpose of course evaluation is to strategize evaluation findings 

and develop action plans to enhance teaching and learning practices. 

Evaluations underpinned by pragmatic epistemology advocate reflection on 

practices to solve problems and enhance the credibility of evaluation findings. 
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Based on the results and discussions in the previous sections and chapters, 

this section presents critical considerations for better designing and 

implementing flipped EFL classrooms and formative course evaluation. RQ 4 

and its sub-questions are answered in this section. 

6.3.1 Designing and Implementing Flipped EFL Classrooms 

Kirkpatrick and Kirkpatrick (2006) suggest two prerequisites for changes to take 

place: to decide on the change to be made and to get the acceptance of those 

involved. That implies that having students accept the flipping approach and 

getting involved in the flipped classroom is essential for enhancing student 

engagement in flipped learning. Change management experts agree that 

changes in habits, practices and behaviours are brought about when conditions 

are created to allow the participants to think and feel positive about the change 

(Macfadyen & Dawson, 2012). To win student support for flipped learning, the 

design and implementation of learning activities need careful consideration and 

planning. Based on the findings of this study, the following should be 

considered for improvement purposes. 

6.3.1.1 The Design and Implementation of Group Work 

The empirical evidence of this study shows that the biggest challenge of the 

flipped IEC lies in the design and implementation of group work. Collaborative 

learning is an essential component of the flipping pedagogy (Strelan et al., 

2020). While its contribution to effective learning is widely acknowledged 

(Akçayıra & Akçayır, 2018), the design and implementation of collaborative 

tasks have always been a challenge (O’Flaherty & Phillips, 2015). Literature 
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indicates that group work breeds the most student dissatisfaction among all the 

learning activities in a flipped classroom (Betihavas et al., 2016; Lombardini et 

al., 2018; Munir et al., 2018). In this study, students’ lack of cooperative 

learning experiences, interactive skills and confidence in collaborative learning 

hampered their collaboration in group work. As such, scaffolding student 

collaboration becomes essential to enhance student engagement. Munir et al. 

(2018) suggest that procedures of collaborative activities should be adequately 

explained to and learned by students so that they know how to go about the 

task. However, this study further indicates that student engagement in 

collaboration was moderated by their briefs in collaborative learning in addition 

to know-how. Richardson (2005, p. 674) argues that “educational interventions 

will not be effective in changing students’ approaches to studying unless they 

[…] bring about changes in students’ perceptions.” That implies helping 

students understand what is important to learning, and why they are doing that 

can be as critical as teaching them how to do it. Many scholars researching a 

flipping pedagogy suggest this should be done at the beginning of the semester 

upon implementing the flipping approach (Al-Zahrani, 2015; Chen Hsieh et al., 

2017).  

Lai (2021) supports with statistical evidence that the interplay between 

students’ perceived value of group tasks and task difficulty is critical to student 

interaction and engagement in group work. Bishop and Verleger (2013) suggest 

that the flipped class design should be student-centred. The results of this study 

suggest that student characteristics should be fully considered in designing 

group work and that time for tasks, task difficulty, and workload need adjusting 
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accordingly. Group work tasks in EFL classrooms should be fit for enhancing 

students’ language skills and develop their higher-order thinking skills. 

Meanwhile, tasks should match students’ competence to be doable within the 

time limit in class. This study further reveals that students preferred to work in 

smaller groups so that every member could get adequate practice and 

coordination remained manageable within the group. The recent large-scale 

meta-analysis indicates that smaller groups do have a stronger effect size on 

student performance though no empirical evidence shows that group size 

affects learning outcomes (Strelan et al., 2020).  

 Another critical issue with group work is that, although a body of studies find 

cooperation between students in flipped class enhances learning outcomes 

(Akçayıra & Akçayır, 2018; Munir et al., 2018), recent meta-analysis studies 

indicate that group work is not a significant moderator of learning performance 

and outcomes (van Alten et al., 2019). Strelan et al. (2020) add that it does not 

matter much whether students engage in group work or individual tasks as long 

as the activities are student centred. Though the qualitative data in this study 

showed that students developed most of their higher-order thinking skills via 

group work, the quantitative results did not find any correlation between group 

work and the other learning activities in terms of either student engagement or 

learning outcomes. It implies that more fine-grained empirical studies are 

needed to explore and understand how group work enhances learning to better 

inform its design and implementation. 
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6.3.1.2 Teacher Feedback 

van Alten et al. (2019) conclude from their meta-analysis of the flipping 

pedagogy that teacher feedback is an essential component in an active flipped 

classroom to guide and facilitate the learning process. This study confirms that 

teacher feedback is particularly important in flipped learning to ensure 

sustained active engagement and learning quality. In well-designed flipped 

classrooms, learning activities are related one after another, so the learning 

outcomes of prior activities can affect student engagement in the subsequent 

activities. Timely feedback prepares students for better participation in learning 

activities.  

However, this study indicates that while students claimed teacher feedback was 

important to them, the messages sent by the teacher were generally not well 

received by students. It was mainly because, according to students in FC, 

feedback was not delivered promptly. The time lag between submission and 

feedback usually took days when assignments were completed outside the 

class.  Students said their impression of the assignment went vague, and 

enthusiasm about the task dimmed when they were waiting for feedback. Some 

students forgot about the assignment and therefore did not check teacher 

feedback at all. This study supports that the flipping approach allows more 

timely feedback, as most learning tasks are done in class, which improves 

student performance on tasks and enhances learning outcomes. Hence, the 

flipped design is, to some extent, beneficial for sustained active student 

engagement.  
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Nevertheless, making teacher feedback effective for learning remained a 

challenge. A performance gap existed between what students actually did and 

the reference level. Literature suggests that more informational comments than 

grades should be included in feedback to maximise the effect of teacher 

feedback; it is crucial for performance-oriented students because comments as 

effective formative feedback motivate learning (Hughes, 2011; Nichols & 

Dawson, 2012) and link closely to improved student learning (Li & De Luca, 

2012). The lesson learned from this project is that this change from grades to 

comments should take place gradually, as students highly instrumentally 

motivated by grades would likely be demotivated without external regulators. 

This study further indicates that when giving comments as feedback, it is not 

enough for improvement to take place by just telling students areas for 

improvement (Li & De Luca, 2012; Nicol et al., 2013), as teachers’ comments 

are often mediated by students’ interpretation (Boud & Molloy, 2013) and 

competence to work on the comments accordingly. Boud and Molloy (2013) 

argue that messages on performance gaps are feedback only when the 

messages are acted on. This study implies that for feedback to take effect, 

teachers need to show students how to do it, not just what to do. Unfortunately, 

the large body of principles of good practices of teacher feedback in the existing 

literature rarely covers this regard.  

6.3.1.3 Classroom Management 

This study indicates that effective classroom management can be vital to 

improving students’ learning experiences in flipped classrooms.  As a flipped 
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class is composed of learning activities arranged in sequence, these various 

learning activities pose extra demand on classroom management for teachers.   

Hung (2017) argues that teachers must understand student needs to facilitate 

student engagement in learning activities in a flipped classroom. The results of 

this study indicate that students need reminders of learning tasks, incentives to 

stay on track, assistance with tool use, and scaffoldings for interaction. That 

implies that teachers need to play different roles in flipped classrooms. A body 

of flipped practice literature suggests that in flipped classrooms, teachers 

should change their role from content presenters to learning coaches (Akçayıra 

& Akçayır, 2018), guides, facilitators (Hung, 2017), assistants (Elmaadaway, 

2018), resources (Lee & Wallace, 2018), instruction designer and media 

developer (Chen Hsieh et al., 2017), and so on. The question of when to shift 

between these multiple roles to meet different student needs then becomes 

important. One of the issues that makes effective classroom management 

challenging for teachers is that most students do not explicitly express their 

need for support; many are unaware of their problems. When the flipping 

pedagogy empowers students to exert more control over learning, it entrusts 

them with more responsibilities for themselves. Unfortunately, abundant 

evidence shows undergraduate students are far from capable self-directing 

learners (Akçayıra & Akçayır, 2018; Betihavas et al., 2016; Kirschner & van 

Merriënboer, 2013).  

It implies that to understand student needs, teachers should constantly monitor 

student performance to be aware of students’ problems at the earliest time and 

be responsive to their needs. That can be particularly important for classrooms 
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with students without flipped learning experiences, as they are more likely to 

encounter problems beyond their expectations. Reeve (2013) validates that 

teachers’ initial support in a course can motivate students’ agency later on 

during the course, which in turn enhances learning outcomes. Students’ initial 

experiences in flipped classrooms can affect their perceptions and influence 

their engagement in flipped learning in the future. One of the strengths of the 

flipping approach is that it increases opportunities for teacher-student 

interactions and enables teachers to observe student performance closely and 

cater to student needs in time, which is conducive to effective classroom 

management.  

Here due credit should also be given to LMS, allowing teachers to observe 

student involvement with learning materials and activities closely and adjust 

accordingly quickly. LMS is particularly helpful in identifying students who lag 

behind. The implication here is that LMS, as a teaching tool, should be 

integrated with pedagogical visions to catalyse change in student experience 

and learning outcomes. Teacher training to enhance teachers’ technology use 

skills for pedagogical purposes is critical in this regard. Regrettably, current 

teacher training regarding technology use in teaching practice has been mostly 

technical rather than pedagogical. 

6.3.2 Formative Course Evaluation 

Formative course evaluation aims to improve teaching and learning practices 

by taking evidence-based remedial actions (Holland, 2019; Sozer et al., 2019). 

In this sense, it can be critical to the success of flipped classrooms. 
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6.3.2.1 Data Collection at Multiple Time Points 

This study shows that formative course evaluation at multiple time points offers 

a holistic understanding of student engagement in FC, which contributes to an 

educated understanding of the pedagogical effects of the flipping approach. 

The evaluation taken in the earlier sessions of the semester serves to set the 

baseline of student engagement so that future changes can be captured. 

Besides, it allows teachers to be informed of student learning experiences as 

early as possible and adjust teaching timely to cater for student needs. As such, 

it offers the greatest scope for improvement in both learning and teaching 

practices. That can be particularly important to students without flipped learning 

experience, as they may need more support to benefit from the new approach. 

What is worth mentioning is that different from evaluations taken at the end of a 

semester that can hardly benefit the students who provide data, early 

evaluation of a course can benefit the students currently taking the course as 

well as the following cohorts (Holland, 2019; Sozer et al., 2019). The results of 

the end-of-term evaluation, when examined together with the findings of the 

preceding evaluations, allow teachers to understand students’ learning 

outcomes in relation to their performance throughout the learning process, thus 

increasing the credibility of evaluative findings.  

6.3.2.2 Convergence of Qualitative Data and Quantitative Data 

The multiple time-point data collection offered a channel to capture data for 

both the learning process and learning outcomes; the mixed-methods design 

produced rich data. In this project, the qualitative data situated and explained 
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the quantitative findings, while the quantitative findings produced a succinct 

summary of the research results. The two datasets triangulated and 

complemented each other, enhancing the credibility of evaluation findings.  

Recent research suggests that course evaluation for improvement purposes 

should be informed by student learning experience and adopt a student-centric 

approach (Steyn et al., 2019). The qualitative approach to data collection can 

trigger more elaborative responses about what is going on in a class. In this 

study, the qualitative approach managed to capture the unique nature of 

individual experiences in flipped learning embedded within the wider socio-

cultural context and depicted the complex array of factors influencing student 

engagement in the learning process. The focus group discussions allowed 

student voices to be heard from their perspectives. Besides, the suggestions for 

improvement from students were closely related to their experiences in such a 

level of detail that allowed the teacher to make well-informed adjustments to 

improve the course design and teaching practices. Notwithstanding these 

strengths of qualitative findings, they were too intricate for us to understand the 

overall effect and the general trend. The quantitative findings offered the 

succinct answer to the effectiveness of the learning activities. 

An added value of the qualitative phase in this study was that it maximized the 

process use of evaluative practices. Literature on course evaluation suggests 

that interactions with peers in focus groups provoke students’ self-reflection 

(Holland, 2019) and, therefore, improve their perceptions of learning (Sozer et 

al., 2019). Scholars in course evaluation studies add that for course evaluation 

to take effect, it must be informed and owned jointly by the teachers and the 
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students taking the course (Fisher & Miller, 2008; Freeman & Dobbins, 2013). 

The qualitative approach in this study served these goals by allowing students 

to exchange ideas and make suggestions for their flipped classroom design and 

implementation.  

However, this study shows that collecting data via focus group discussion is a 

double-edged sword. On the one hand, the open data from the participants’ 

voices allow researchers to capture what they may not have noticed or 

expected. On the other hand, as discussions are under the control of the 

participants, there is the possibility that student discussions may not be 

sufficiently relevant to the issues under research. The implication is that 

discussion prompts should be fully prepared beforehand and adjusted timely 

during discussions. Both can be challenging to novice researchers. 

6.3.2.3 Data Collected from LMS 

The quantitative data for this study were collected from LMS. LMS plays a dual 

role in this study: mediating online learning activities for IEC and assisting data 

collection for this study. The strengths of LMS for data collection, this study 

shows, is that it tracks student access to learning activities and resources in 

different learning scenarios and allows collection of a variety of data via 

observation without intervening students. The detailed collection of the events 

in the learning experience offers a better background for data analysis and 

prediction. The caveat here is that LMS is a powerful tool to collect data, but 

how the recorded data are aggregated, analysed and reported is still at the 

discretion of investigators, which may well affect the research findings.  
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This study suggests that the selection of indicators of learning outcomes may 

affect the research findings. In this study, students’ placement test scores and 

individual exercise scores are significant predictors of their learning outcomes 

in IEC. This finding can be a result that the final examination scores were used 

as the indicator of student learning outcomes. Placement tests, individual 

exercises and the final examinations in IEC all focused on English language 

knowledge and skills. As a matter of fact, when GPA, which counts in students’ 

daily performance, was used as the indicator of learning outcomes instead, 

students’ essay grades also entered the regression models as a significant 

predictor of learning outcomes in this study. Meanwhile, the lack of correlation 

between group work performance and the overall learning outcome can also 

result from the final examination being used as the indicator of learning 

outcomes. The final examination for IEC scarcely examined students’ higher-

order thinking skills but focused on language skills. That means the final 

examination did not appropriately measure what students learned and trained in 

group work tasks. Therefore, it implies that indicators should be carefully 

chosen so that the effectiveness of the learning activities can be appropriately 

measured. 

The quantitative results show FC significantly outperformed BC in quizzes and 

individual exercises, but there was no significant difference in the final 

examination between the two classes. Such findings are no surprise and agree 

with the conclusions from the recent meta-analysis of the effects of flipping 

pedagogy. The flipping effect is the strongest when student performance is 

measured immediately after a flipped session but much weaker when the 
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measure is the final course mark or examination (Strelan et al., 2020). That is 

because students perform better when tested immediately on materials they 

have learned, but learning effects fade over time (Strelan et al., 2020). 

In addition, literature on both the flipping pedagogy and the course evaluation 

suggests the intervention duration can be a moderator of the research results 

as students may need a more extended period to get used to a new approach, 

like flipped learning, to work effectively (Kirkpatrick & Kirkpatrick, 2006; van 

Alten et al., 2019). That implies there may be a difference in the overall learning 

outcomes when data covering a longer intervention duration are used. Hence, 

researchers’ decisions as to what data are to be collected from LMS, over what 

time span and how data are to be analysed can affect the findings of a study. 

To bring the full potential of LMS for data analysis, how data are mined needs 

to be carefully thought out.   

Collecting data from LMS is not devoid of disadvantages. The one most related 

to this study is that LMS tracks online activities only, so quantitative data for 

student participation in learning activities in the face-to-face context, like 

classroom discussion and face-to-face group work interaction, were not 

collected and triangulated with the qualitative data. 

6.4 Summary 

This chapter discusses the primary factors that affected students’ engagement 

in FC and some critical reflections on designing and implementing the flipping 

pedagogy and formative course evaluation. The factors of student engagement 

are examined from three levels. The psychosocial level explains how the flipped 
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class design interplayed with students’ skills in the subject area, interaction and 

task management, their attitude to effective language learning and their face-

issue mentality, directly influencing their engagement in the flipped IEC. The 

structural level elaborates on the assessment practices in the discipline of 

foreign language teaching that shaped student attitudes to and practices in their 

learning of English. The sociocultural level probes into China’s educational 

system in terms of the current testing system and educational resources that 

underpinned students’ conceptions of and behaviour in learning. This chapter 

then reflects on the design and implementation of the flipping pedagogy and 

formative course evaluation. It suggests that the design and implementation of 

group work, timely teacher feedback and classroom management are critical 

issues in enhancing teaching and learning practices in flipped EFL classrooms. 

In terms of formative course evaluation, this study indicates that multiple time-

points data collection, focus group discussions, and log data from LMS can 

produce rich data that allow researchers to perform robust investigations if 

issues of data collection and analysis discussed in section 6.3.2 can be 

carefully addressed.  
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Chapter 7: Conclusion 

7.1 Introduction 

This conclusion chapter begins with a brief overview of this research to answer 

the research questions in full based on the foregoing analysis and argument. It 

then briefly summarizes the contributions and limitations of this project. 

7.2 Brief Overview of the Research  

This convergent mixed-methods evaluative study explored and investigated to 

what extent the learning activities in a flipped EFL classroom enhanced student 

engagement in the learning process and the learning outcomes. The Kirkpatrick 

Model was employed to measure student engagement in learning activities 

from the affective, cognitive and behavioural perspectives and the subsequent 

learning outcomes. Qualitative findings and quantitative findings of this study 

converge to support the existing flipped practice literature that the flipping 

approach enhances student engagement in learning (Akçayıra & Akçayır, 2018; 

Kim et al., 2017; Lin & Mubarok, 2021; Turan & Akdag-Cimen, 2020). On the 

whole, students in the flipped class were more integratively motivated and less 

performance-oriented. They demonstrated impressive learner autonomy and 

were more interactive and less teacher-centred. Participants in this study were 

enthusiastic about enhancing their language knowledge and skills. Their 

reactions to interactive activities were more divergent than those towards 

individual tasks. Consistent with the findings of previous studies on flipped 

classrooms, many students in FC did not perceive the value of group work 

(Betihavas et al., 2016) even though more higher-order thinking skills were 
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reported from group work than the other learning activities. Some students in 

the flipped class were less organized and took a longer time to become 

adapted to the course. That said, the results of this study indicate differences in 

student engagement in some learning activities resulting more from individual 

learner differences than from class design.  

In terms of learning outcomes, there was no indication of significant differences 

in final examination grades between FC and BC, which is in line with some of 

the existing findings on flipped learning (Betihavas et al., 2016; Jensen et al., 

2015; Lombardini et al., 2018; McNally et al., 2017; van Alten et al., 2019). 

However, students in the flipped class performed significantly better in quizzes 

and individual exercises throughout the semester, and they progressed and 

caught up with BC in essay writing though they performed less well in group 

work. This study shows that students’ placement test scores and individual 

exercise grades are two significant predictors of their final examination grades, 

indicating that students’ previous language proficiency and their language skills 

developed in the course are important indicators of their overall learning 

outcomes in flipped EFL classrooms. Consistent with previous studies 

(O’Flaherty & Phillips, 2015; van Alten et al., 2019), collaborative group work, 

which scholars and educators highly embrace, turns to be not correlated to the 

learning outcomes. However, these results need to be interpreted with caution 

as decisions on data collection and analysis can, to some extent, affect 

research findings. 

By referring to Kahu’s conceptual framework of student engagement (Kahu, 

2013; Kahu & Nelson, 2018), this study further reveals that flipping class design 
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can be an important contributor to student engagement and performance in 

learning activities. What should be noted is that it is the well-planned and 

organized multiple learning activities both within and outside class, rather than 

one particular activity, that engages students in active learning in the flipped 

class and enhances their learning performance and outcomes. Further, the 

class design does not take effect in vacuum conditions. In this study, it 

interplayed with students’ skills and attitudes toward language learning, which 

were mediated by the assessment system in the discipline of foreign language 

teaching and shaped by China’s educational system. That said, this study 

suggests, in concordance with the existing flipped practice literature, to further 

enhance the effects of the flipping approach from the pedagogical perspective, 

the design and implementation of group work still have much room for 

improvement (Chuang et al., 2018; Elmaadaway, 2018; Lombardini et al., 2018; 

Munir et al., 2018). Besides, teacher support and effective classroom 

management are crucial elements to enhancing student engagement in the 

flipped class (Lai et al., 2021; van Alten et al., 2019).  

From the perspective of course evaluation, this study supports the existing 

literature that the mixed-methods design produces a richer context for data 

analysis and prediction, which contributes to a fuller understanding of the 

evaluation problems and increased credibility of the evaluation findings (Cohen 

et al., 2011; Mertens & Hesse-Biber, 2013). By collecting data at multiple time 

points, timely adjustments to the course are made possible (Fisher & Miller, 

2008; Holland, 2019; Nguyen & Foster, 2018), and changes in student learning 

experiences are captured (Fisher & Miller, 2008). This study supports that, in 
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particular, LMS can be used as an effective tool for sustained data collection 

throughout a study. The caveat is that data collection, analysis, prediction and 

reporting from LMS have so far lacked standardization (Zhang et al., 2018). 

Hence, evaluative findings must be understood within the evaluative context 

and interpreted with caution (Papamitsiou & Economides, 2014). 

7.3 Contributions and Limitations 

This study fills a knowledge gap of what is happening during flipped learning. 

Focusing on student engagement in the learning activities, it revealed how 

different learning activities in a flipped EFL classroom contributed to the 

learning outcomes through specific learning mechanisms. Student voices of 

their learning experiences in the flipped classroom were brought into the study, 

improving our understanding of why and how some learning activities worked, 

and some did not. This increased knowledge of the learning process and its 

mechanism offered critical pedagogical insights into the design, implementation 

and evaluation of the flipping innovation.  

This study innovatively integrated Kahu’s conceptual framework of student 

engagement and the Kirkpatrick Model. By embedding the Kirkpatrick Model 

into Kahu’s conceptual framework of student engagement, this study made up 

for the weakness of Kahu’s conceptual framework in measuring the process of 

student engagement. In doing so, it brought empirical data for Kahu’s 

framework, illustrating with empirical evidence how students’ psychosocial 

factors interplay with institutional structural factors and the broader sociocultural 

factors to affect their engagement in learning. Further, it introduced the 
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qualitative approach to the Kirkpatrick Model to measure student engagement 

in the learning activities, which situated the data interpretation and prediction 

and enhanced the credibility of the evaluation findings. Doing so demonstrated 

that qualitative and quantitative data could work well within the Kirkpatrick 

Model to measure the effectiveness of the flipping pedagogy, hence, verifying 

the Model's applicability to e-learning (Kirkpatrick & Kirkpatrick, 2006).  

Last but not least, as the unique strength of an evaluative study, the student 

participants benefited from their participation in the evaluation process. By 

discussing and reflecting on their practices in learning, the student participants 

had a better idea of their learning performance, developed more explicit goals 

of endeavours, deepened their understanding of effective learning and 

developed more ownership of the course under evaluation. All these are signs 

of autonomous learners.  

One of the limitations of this study is that not all the qualitative data on the 

learning activities had corresponding quantitative data to triangulate them. The 

quantitative data of this project were collected from LMS, which tracked and 

recorded online activities only. As a result, face-to-face classroom activities of 

teacher feedback and group discussion had only qualitative data collected from 

focus group discussions and participant observation. As such, research design 

can be an area of improvement for future research. 

 A further limitation of this study can be the chosen indicator of learning 

outcomes. To avoid repeated measures of the learning outcomes, this study 

used students’ final examination grades of the semester as the indicator of the 



 

215 

overall learning outcome. However, most test items in the final examination 

were from standardized proficiency tests focusing on learners’ language skills. 

Consequently, higher-order thinking skills that students had been taught and 

trained in the course were not fully measured. Future research should use 

indicators that adequately measure course objectives and teaching practices so 

that pedagogical effectiveness can be appropriately understood.  

The small sample size and context-specific weaknesses hamper the 

generalizability of this research. The about 50 participants were all first-year 

English majors with zero experience of flipped learning in a Chinese University, 

so some findings can be typical of them and may not be generalized to other 

student populations. Nonetheless, the dense description in the qualitative data 

may mitigate, to some extent, the limitation of the sampling weakness and help 

expand the case-to-case transferability of this study.  
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Appendix Four: Consent Form 

  



 

222 

 

Appendix Five: Focus Group Discussion Prompt Sheets 
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Appendix Six: Field Note Form 

Field Note 
Actors 

Space 

Time 

objects 

FC 

Main Building 417A 

11/26/2020 (feedback, individual exercises, group discussion, group work) 

Section 4.3 

 

Goals 

 

To have a good command of the expressions in the text; To be able to 

summarize the main ideas of the paragraphs, and role-play David and me. 

 

 

 

 

Acts & 

activities 

&events 

 

 

 

 

Students are always concentrated when doing individual exercises in class. 

Group discussion showed they had a good command of the text content 

but were still timid about expressing their ideas. Students had difficulty 

analyzing how the beginning and the conclusion echo. It was the first 

time they had discussions of questions of this kind. All groups finished 

their role-play in less than 10 minutes and started to work on their group 

project. 

Mari has not been participating in classroom activities. He was reviewing 

his quiz when others were having the group discussion. He seldom 

interacts with others in the class and does not perform well in his 

exercises. I need to talk to him in person to check out how to support 

him. 

 

Feelings 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reflections 

 

 

 

 

What is the meaning of doing impromptu role-play/discussion in class? 

What do students benefit from that?  There was a lot of noise. Most groups 

finish their work within minutes. Because they don’t prepare, there is always 

not much to say. The discussions are impossible to go deep or broad. The 

time limit in class and impromptu performance can be causes of FC’s 

underperformance in group work. 

 
space: the physical setting;    
actors: the people in the situation;   
activities: the sets of related acts that are taking place.  
objects: the artefacts and physical things that are there;   
acts: the specific actions that participants are doing;   
events: the sets of activities that are taking place;   
time: the sequence of acts, activities and events;   
goals: what people are trying to achieve;   
feelings: what people feel and how they express this.  
Reflections: the descriptions and analyses that have been done;  the methods used in the 
observations and data collection and analysis;  ethical issues, tensions, problems and 
dilemmas; the reactions of the observer to what has been observed and recorded – attitude, 
emotion, analysis, etc.; points of clarification that have been and/or need to be made; 
possible lines of further enquiry. 
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Appendix Seven: A Joint Display of the Qualitative Findings and 

the Quantitative Findings 

Learning 

activities 

Qualitative Findings Quantitative Findings 

Video Both classes perceived the grammar 

videos as useful, but videos, on the 

whole, were less impressive and 

interactive; 

FC students were satisfied with the 

videos, especially the grammar videos 

and felt video watching was efficient. 

They perceived videos’ unique strengths 

of repeatability and controllability. 

Students had different perceptions of 

difficulty. The learning effects varied. 

Some reported anxiety. Students took 

videos as the primary resource of 

knowledge and reported improved 

language skills in listening, note-taking 

and paraphrasing. Students differ 

tremendously in technological skills. 

They demonstrated great agency.  

BC students used videos as supplements 

to lectures. They thought videos were 

handy and grammar videos were more 

effective than lectures. However, they 

still preferred lectures. Many just run 

over the videos; some never watched. 

 

 Rw/l  > 1 in FC; Rw/l  < 1 in BC.  

 

 

FC significantly outperformed BC in their 

engagement in writing videos (U = 71, z = -

4.97, p = .00, r = .68), grammar videos (U = 

77, z = -.4.86, p = .00, r = .67) and text 

videos (U = 95, z = -.4.54, p = .00, r = .62). 

FC invested significantly more effort in 

writing videos (M = 1.61, SD = 0.40) and 

grammar videos (M = 1.66, SD = 0.57) than 

in text videos (M = 1.39, SD = 0.47). Video 

attempts in FC negatively were correlated 

with placement tests grades (p = .03, r = -

.43)   

 

In BC, there was no statistically significant 

difference in student engagement between 

writing videos (M = 0.89, SD = 0.45, 

grammar videos (M = 87, SD = 0.50) and 

text videos (M = 0.77, SD = 0.34)    

               

Quizzes Both classes took quizzes as the indicator 

of learning effects. Students were 

emotionally affected by quiz results. 

They showed significant autonomy.  

FC students were positive about quizzes. 

They felt quizzes were effective for 

learning because they were related to the 

knowledge content and motivated them 

to watch videos. Quizzes helped students 

realize the knowledge gap. They were 

more technology-savvy with LMS. 

Students had more interactions with 

peers about quizzes. Some circumvented 

quiz tasks. Some misunderstood 

video+quiz as the principal part of IEC. 

BC students were more negative. They 

felt nervous due to the time limit and the 

dreadful experience of sitting 

 

 

 

FC students significantly outperformed BC 

students in their completion rate of quizzes 

(U = 225.00, Z = -3.27, p = .001, r = .45) 

and quiz results (t = 2.64, df = 51, p = .11, d 

= .73).    
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examinations. They were dissatisfied 

with the inconvenient LMS interface and 

had more problems with LMS. However, 

they felt better with LMS when quiz time 

was sufficient and started to embrace 

LMS.  

 

BC students’ quizzes grades were 

significantly correlated with their grades in 

the placement test (p = .016, r = .449) and 

the final examination (p = .008, r = .494) 

Online 

forum 

There were fewer overall differences 

between FC and BC. Both classes were 

positive to forum discussions. Students 

preferred simple and straight answers 

and demonstrated a distinct point-earning 

mentality. They joined forums to solve 

their problems and earn points by 

answering peers’ questions. Students 

reported enhanced language knowledge. 

They were motivated to inquire and 

learned to compare and judge. Students 

demonstrated agency and collaboration. 

There were cases of non-participation. 

FC students were positive about forum 

discussions. Many deemed it the most 

useful and efficient. Most students 

reported that they benefited from reading 

peers’ postings and felt supported. 

Students felt that forum discussion 

solved their puzzles and improved their 

understanding.  

 

 

 

 

BC: secondary to teacher explanations. 

Prefer to be led by teachers; doubt the 

reliability of peers’ explanations; 

 

The mean scores of Rp/d for total postings in 

FC (M = 0.71, SD = 0.32) did not differ 

statistically significantly (t = .67, df = 51, 

two-tailed p = .50) from that in BC (M = 

0.64, SD = 0.42, d = .19, CI = -0.35, 0.73). 

Students in FC placed significantly more 

postings in student-led discussion (U = 

81.0, Z = -4.80, p = .000) and received far 

more likes from peers (U = .000, Z = -6.24, 

p = .000) than BC. Within FC, students 

placed more postings in student-led 

discussions (M = 1.10, SD = 0.56) than 

teacher-led topic discussions (M = 0.83, SD 

= 0.33), but the difference is not significant 

(Z = -2.00, p = .45). They placed 

significantly more postings (Z = -4.35, p = 

.00) in teacher-led topic discussions than in 

teacher-led exercise discussion (M = 0.23, 

SD = 0.26). They placed the least postings 

in student exemplar work (M = 0.05, SD = 

0.10), which was significantly less than 

those in teacher-led exercise discussions (Z 

= -3.63, p = .00) 

Students in BC posted significantly more in 

teacher-led exercise discussion (U = 104, Z 

= -4.40, p = .000, r = .60), teacher-led topic 

discussion (U = 151, Z = -3.59, p = .000, r 

= .49) and student exemplar work (U = 229, 

Z = -2.48, p = .013) than FC. They placed 

the most postings in teacher-led topic 

discussions (M = 1.23, SD = 0.45), which 

was more than those in teacher-led exercise 

discussions (M = 0.98, SD = 0.72), but the 

difference is not significant (Z = -2.37, p = 

.02) at the significant level p = .008). They 

placed significantly fewer postings in 

student-led discussions (M = 0.38, SD = 

0.39) than in teacher-led exercise 

discussions (Z = -4.27, p = .00). They 

placed the least postings in student 

exemplar work (M = 0.36, SD = 0.48), but 

the difference was not significant from 

student-led discussions (Z = -0.36, p = .72). 
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Teacher 

feedback 

Both classes reported enhanced language 

knowledge, motivated reflection and 

higher-order thinking skills. Students 

demonstrated the least autonomy. 

Though some students said they 

reviewed their exercises for better 

effects, most just sat and listened. 

Seldom did students respond to teachers’ 

questions. 

FC students held that teacher feedback 

was indispensable because it was 

authoritative and reliable. Teacher 

feedback solved their problems beyond 

them to handle, extended video content 

and forum discussion, guided thinking 

and motivated reflection. Some students 

felt it was irrelevant to their problems. 

BC students preferred to solve their 

puzzles via face-to-face teacher 

feedback. They felt that it refreshed their 

memory of knowledge content, made 

them more aware of their mistakes and 

helped them produce better language 

forms. 

 

Data are not available. 

Individual 

exercises 

Both classes were comfortable with 

individual exercises due to the moderate 

workload and students’ long-established 

habit of working independently. The 

exercises motivated students to learn 

texts carefully, but many were 

performance-oriented. Many complained 

about the unfriendly LMS interface. 

Students had shared problems in 

correcting errors by themselves and 

doing paraphrases. Most students made 

preparations to get higher marks. Many 

ignored teacher feedback. 

FC students held individual exercises as 

the most efficient and effective learning 

activity, more effective than listening to 

lectures. They reported enhanced 

impressions and improved language 

knowledge and skills. They were adapted 

quickly. They reviewed texts to complete 

the task within the time limit, were 

highly concentrated when doing the 

exercises, and exploited group 

discussions to improve their work.  

BC students had more negative feelings. 

They encountered more difficulties in 

doing the exercises, but feedback and 

There was no significant statistical 

difference in students’ essay writing in 

either completion rate (U = 337.50, Z = -

0.945, p = .13) or revision attempts (U = 

247.00, Z = -1.84, p = .066) between FC 

and BC. Nor was there in essay grades (t = -

0.45, df = 40.98, p = .656, d = .12) 

 

 

FC significantly outperformed BC in 

individual exercise results (t = 3.62, df = 

51, p = .001, d = .96). FC students’ 

individual exercise grades were correlated 

with their final examination grades (p = 

.004, r = .560) and predicted their final 

examination grades with a moderate effect 

size (β = .42, t = 2.53, p = .019). FC 

students’ essay attempts were positively 

associated with their essay grades (p = .021, 

r = .458) and their individual exercise 

grades (p = .045, r = .405) 

BC significantly outperformed FC in the 

completion rate of individual work (U = 

280.00, Z = -2.46, p = .014). Within BC, 

students had a statistically significant 
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support were not timely. Some were 

anxious to catch the deadline. They 

disapproved of the exercises or the 

digital form of assignments. There were 

distinct differences in performances. 

Some always had late submissions.  

 

higher completion rate of individual work 

than quizzes (Z = -2.86, p = .004). BC 

students’ individual exercise grades are 

significantly correlated with their final 

examination grades (p = .001, r = .583) and 

predicted their final examination grade with 

a strong effect size (β = .51, t = 3.40, p = 

.002).  

Group 

discussion 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

interactive  

lecture 

FC students had divergent affective and 

behavioural engagements in group 

discussions, but they all emphasized 

teacher support. Many perceived that 

group discussions extended previous 

activities and made learning go deeper 

and broader. Learning became effective 

through interaction with peers and the 

teacher. They solved problems, expanded 

knowledge, improved understanding, 

approached problems appropriately and 

developed higher-order thinking skills. 

They demonstrated fair autonomy and 

managed discussion better as the 

semester went on. On the other hand, 

some students felt group discussions 

were less effective and difficult to 

follow. Some students were too shy to 

express their ideas. Some perceived no 

value in interactions.  

BC students were consistently positive 

about the lecture, describing it as 

substantive, systematic, experiential and 

easy to adapt. Many believed that they 

learned better in lectures than from 

videos. Some admitted that the lecture 

was of moderate effect, and they were 

less engaged in interaction, but they felt 

comfortable in lectures because they 

were habituated. They felt anxious and 

nervous only when answering questions. 

Some students lacked language skills to 

follow lectures in English or note-taking 

skills. Many reported that they learned 

well knowledge transmitted to them, and 

they managed to understand lectures in 

English in two weeks. Many of them 

prepared before class and used other 

resources to facilitate learning. Still, 

some students failed to stay focused in 

lectures. 

Data are not available 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Data are not available 

Group 

work 

There were more differences among 

individual students than between classes. 

Both classes had divergent affective 

reactions to group work. Many students 

held that group work did not pay off the 

time and effort. They suggested reducing 

workload. Many felt it challenging to 

There was no significant difference between 

FC and BC in students’ completion rate of 

the group work projects (U = 336.00, Z = -

1.06, p = .29, r = .15), students’ attempts of 

between-group peer assessment (U = 

318.50, Z = -0.56, p = .57, r = .08) or 

students’ attempts of within-group peer 
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interact effectively between group 

members and hoped to work in smaller 

groups. Students preferred to work on 

more interactive and creative tasks. They 

felt that output tasks were more 

challenging. They disliked peer 

assessment the most. They reported 

increased generic knowledge and 

enhanced learning skills but less subject 

knowledge. They developed effective 

online communication skills and higher-

order thinking skills. Students prioritized 

convenience when joining groups, and 

their performance was influenced by 

their language proficiency. Most of them 

did not interact effectively and 

efficiently. They settled minor conflicts 

by negotiation or compromise. Many of 

them assessed peers’ work 

indiscrimately. 

FC students were fond of interactive 

tasks requiring good language 

competence and higher-order thinking 

skills, e.g. Debate. They were more 

accustomed to using LMS. They reported 

changes in attitude. Student autonomy 

was diverse. Some learned to keep 

working journals. However, some 

students did not make full use of 

classroom time. 

BC students favoured creative tasks, e.g. 

role play. They felt that the debate was 

too challenging. They encountered more 

obstacles in interaction but regulated 

their tasks better than FC students. They 

did their projects online but could not 

guarantee participation from all group 

members.   

assessment (U = 251.00, Z = -1.77, p = .08, 

r = .24).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Within FC, there was no significant 

difference (t[24] = -1.58, p[2-tailed] = .13, 

d = .32) between students’ attempts of 

between-group peer assessment (M = 9.96, 

SD = 5.04) and those of within-group 

assessment (M = 11.48, SD = 4.51). Peer 

assessment attempts in FC were positively 

correlated with placement test grades (p = 

.019, r = .467). The mean score for group 

work projects in FC (M = 86.53, SD = 2.47) 

was statistically significantly lower (t = -

2.56, df = 51, p = .014) than that in BC (M 

= 88.08, SD = 1.93, d = .70). 

 

BC did significantly more (Z = -2.57, p[2-

tailed] = .01) within-group peer assessment 

(M = 13.43, SD = 5.12) than between-group 

peer assessment (M = 9.14, SD = 7.71).  

 

*There was no significant difference (t = -0.35, df = 51, p = .726, d = .10) between FC (M = 71, SD = 

9.25) and BC (M = 71.88, SD = 8.82) in the final examination grades. In both classes, student grades 

in the placement test (βFC = .40, t = 2.37, p = .027; βBC = .37, t = 2.49, p = .02) and individual 

exercises (βFC = .42, t = 2.53, p = .019; βBC = .51, t = 3.40, p  =.002) can predict their grades in the 

final examination with at least a moderate effect size( R2
FC = .40, F[2,22] = 9.12, p = .001; R2

BC = 

.428, F[2,25] = 11.12, p < .001). 
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List of abbreviations  

BC Blended Class 

COVID Corona Virus Disease 

EAP English for Academic Purposes 

EFL English as a Foreign Language 

EGP English for General Purpose 

EMI English as Media of Instruction 

ESP English for Specific Purposes 

FC Flipped Class 

FG Focus Group 

GDP Gross Domestic Product 

HE Higher Education 

HEI Higher Education Institution 

IEC Integrated English Course 

L2 Second language 

LMS Learning Management System 

MoE Minister of Education 
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MOOC Massive Open Online Course 

PI Principal Investigator 

PPT Power Point 

Pre-FG Pre Focus Group 

Post-FG Post Focus Group 

RQ Research Question 

SHUPL Shanghai University of Political Science and Law 

SLA Second Language Acquisition 

SPOC  Small Private Online Course 
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