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ABSTRACT 

 
The number of students enrolling in both online programs and online courses is 

continuing to rise. Accordingly, educators want to know how these students can learn and 

succeed in this environment. The notion of student engagement has been connected to student 

learning, determination, and gratification. While research on student engagement is plentiful, 

there is no one explicit consensus of what student engagement is, or is not, among the findings. 

Similarly, studies on student engagement have yet to provide a distinct understanding of what 

student engagement is in online education. Remedying this is critical as educators must 

understand exactly how to create, augment, and advance engaging experiences for online 

students. 

This dissertation is an investigation into the concept of student engagement and online 

learning in higher education. The purpose of this qualitative, three-article dissertation was to 

discover and understand features and experiences of student engagement as described by online 

students. Two descriptive qualitative studies, paired with a qualitative synthesis of literature, 

found that online students value and desire engagement, although it may be experienced 

differently in online settings. This dissertation presents student engagement from four different 

angles: behavioral, cognitive, emotional, and agentic. The studies, collectively, provide a clearer 

understanding of student engagement from the perspective of online education’s key 

beneficiaries: the students. This dissertation offers several implications relevant to educators, 

administrators, and policymakers, and suggests several areas of consideration for future research 

on student engagement in online education.  
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 Online learning has been on the rise in the past 3 decades (Bond et al., 2019) and it has 

seen a recent surge with COVID-19 emergency remote teaching. With its rise, however, there 

have been some notable challenges to its success; among them, student retention, persistence, 

and satisfaction issues. Many of these issues are related to the concept of student engagement. 

While we know from research on onsite courses that engagement appears critical to student 

success (Bawa, 2016), researchers have not fully addressed the question of what makes an 

online course a more or less engaging learning experience for students. Since student 

engagement is critical to student success, we need to understand what engagement is and how 

we can best plan for it in online environments.  

 Online learning has grown rapidly over the past 3 decades. In 1998, few students were 

taking online courses to count, but as of 2018, more than 6.9 million students were enrolled in 

at least one distance education course at a degree-granting postsecondary institution (National 

Center for Education Statistics, 2020). When Allen and Seaman (2015) tracked online 

education from 2003 through 2014, they found that “the number of students taking at least one 

online course has grown at a rate greater than that of the overall higher education student 

body” (p.12).  Faculty participation in teaching online is also increasing (Golden & Brown, 

2017). In addition, higher education leaders and a majority of colleges and universities (63%) 

consider online learning critical to their long-term enrollment strategies (Allen & Seaman, 

2016).  
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 The COVID-19 global pandemic forced a vast majority of colleges and universities to 

transition their face-to-face courses to online learning in 2020. As a precautionary measure, 

many institutions are adjusting numerous scheduled face-to-face courses to either hybrid or 

online delivery methods to accommodate social distancing guidelines. In June of 2020, The 

Chronicle of Higher Education found that 7% of institutions were planning to exclusively 

deliver courses online, while many institutions had yet to make a decision (Elias et al., 2020). 

The Centers for Disease Control (CDC, n.d.) issued a list of considerations for institutes of 

higher education (IHE) to reference during the pandemic. The CDC recommended that the 

lowest risk for transmission and infection is for faculty and students to engage in virtual 

learning options, activities, and events. The sudden need for faculty to adopt online teaching 

methods (Perrota & Bohan, 2020) has been accompanied by a rise in both intended and 

unintended online students.  

 Despite its importance to higher education, according to students, this instructional 

form is not without challenges. Students cite personal and professional responsibilities as 

distractions to their learning online (Hara & Kling, 2000; Motteram & Forrester, 2005). They 

also cite a lack of connection with the professors (Melrose & Bergeron, 2007), unclear 

instructions (Hara & Kling, 2000), and feelings of isolation (Zembylas et al., 2008). One study 

indicated that nearly 92% of students who prefer face-to-face courses cited “interaction” as the 

core reason for this preference (Tichavsky et al., 2015). With this division of higher education 

rapidly growing, we need to address the challenges reported in online student experiences.  

 In addition to students, faculty have concerns about online learning as well. Results 

from a faculty survey indicated that nearly two-thirds of faculty specified that they believe that 

the learning outcomes for an online course are inferior to those for a comparable onsite course 
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(Allen & Seaman, 2016). The remaining one-third conveyed a belief that online and onsite 

learning have comparable outcomes, and faculty members with more exposure to online 

education were less pessimistic than their peers. Part of the issue for many faculty appeared to 

be the lack of visual cues to engage students. Nearly half of faculty who believed that online 

course outcomes were inferior to onsite courses, however, had recommended online courses to 

students (Allen & Seaman, 2016). Pomerantz and Brooks (2017) conducted a survey on behalf 

of the EDUCAUSE Center for Analysis and Research, and found that faculty have a “love-hate 

relationship” with online learning. Specifically, while faculty prefer a face-to-face delivery 

method, most also understand the professional growth benefits of teaching online (Pomerantz 

& Brooks, 2017). It is not that teachers hate teaching online. While many say that they would 

prefer to not teach online and think the methods do not result in students learning more 

effectively, they do believe their teaching would be enhanced by the use of digital tools.   

 Researchers have also identified lower retention rate in online courses as a challenge 

(Bawa, 2016). In addition, the National Online Learners Satisfaction and Priorities Report 

(Ruffalo Noel Levitz, 2016) found that an overwhelming majority, 86%, of students in 4-year 

programs saw program reputation and quality as an enrollment and completion factor. The 

same study found that online learners continually voiced three factors as challenges in both 2-

year and 4-year institutions: quality of instruction, faculty attention to student needs, and 

punctual feedback from faculty.  St. Rose and Moore (2019) interviewed juniors and seniors in 

online courses to allow them to divulge what their university could do support them in 

remaining in online courses. Some recommendations included providing more resources, 

offering more support for both faculty and students, and ensuring faculty accountability to 

students. Future studies, including this dissertation, can examine such research with a wider 
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scope to strengthen retention in online courses, including focusing on student engagement in 

learning. 

 Several definitions of student engagement appear in current research. Robinson and 

Hullinger (2008) suggested, for example, that “student engagement pertains to the time and 

physical energy that students expend on activities in their academic experience” (p. 101). 

Barkley and Major (2020) advised that engagement is the intersection of motivation and active 

learning. Research indicates a strong link between student engagement and their learning 

performance and successful completion of courses (Barkley & Major, 2020). Newmann’s 

(1992) definition is particularly useful: “the student’s psychological investment in and effort 

directed toward learning, understanding, or mastering the knowledge, skills, or crafts that 

academic work is intended to promote” (p. 12). Very few of the extant definitions focus on 

what engagement is and what it might mean in an online learning environment. Deneen’s 

(2010) definition, which says that engagement is “a rendezvous between learning and the 

digital tools and techniques that excites students”, is likely the most applicable. We need to 

know what engagement in online learning environments is and how we might best prompt it in 

order to optimize student learning. We need to remedy this dearth of understanding.  

Background 

While the first instances of correspondence learning in American schools can be traced 

back to the mid-1800s (Bergmann, 2001), online learning first appeared in 1981 when the 

Western Behavioral Sciences Institute’s School of Management & Strategies Studies 

established an online program (Miller, 2014). Harasim (1993) wrote that the school recruited 

“high-level executives who could not afford long absences from their jobs” (p. 186). In 

subsequent years, universities and colleges followed suit and began exploring online course 
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offerings (Kentnor, 2015). The late 1990s is the era given credit for the rapid growth of online 

education in traditional nonprofit schools (Arenson, 1998). The National Center for Education 

Statistics (NCES) found that 44% of all colleges and universities offered at least one distance 

learning course in the 1997-1998 academic year (Lewis, 1999). This percentage was an 

increase of 750,000 students from just 2 years prior in 1995. With the quantity of online 

collegiate courses increasing, a need to examine and establish best practices in online 

education became present.  

Researchers Allen and Seaman have been on the forefront of online education research 

for the past 18 years. One of their first studies, Sizing the Opportunity: The Quality and Extend 

of Online Education in the United States, 2002 and 2003 (Allen & Seaman, 2003) used the 

Sloan Survey of Online Learning to uncover answers to central questions related specifically to 

online education delivered by colleges and universities in the United States. In their 2003 

reports, they found that while students were willing to embrace online learning as a delivery 

method, a smaller percentage of faculty had bought into the practice. They wrote that only 60% 

of academic leaders felt that their faculty accepted both the legitimacy and value of online 

learning, despite two-thirds of their schools regarding online learning as “critical to their long 

term strategy” (p. 9). Nearly 18 years later, with the help of Julia Seaman, they released their 

latest study on online education: Grade Increase: Tracking Distance Education in the United 

States (Seaman et al., 2018). This report found an increase from 1.6 million students taking at 

least one classes online in 2002 to nearly 6.3 million students taking at least one online course 

in 2016–nearly 32% of all students. Additionally, they wrote,  

From 2002 to 2012 both distance and overall enrollments grew annually, but since 2012 
distance growth has continued its steady increase in an environment that saw overall 
enrollments decline for four straight years and the largest for-profit distance education 
institutions continue to face serious issues and lose their enrollments. (p. 3) 
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Not only did they present the continued growth in online learning, they also unveiled its 

potential to be the earmark of future success, despite declines in overall enrollment. 

With the rise of both online learning and online research, Best Colleges found in their 

report, 2019 Online Education Trends Report, that “77% of online students enroll in their 

programs to help reach career and employment goals” (Venable, 2021, p. 3). Additionally, the 

age range among online students is widening, and school administrators are seeing increased 

diversity in their online programs. The report also noted that student satisfaction with online 

learning is particularly high: “94% (students) say it has, or will have, a positive ROI and 95% 

would recommend online education to others” (p. 4). However, it is important to note that their 

data were gathered from current, prospective, and graduates who identified themselves as 

online students. While the Best College report was aimed at providing insights from students 

and administrators on the state of online learning, the 53-page report failed to mention student 

engagement.  

The narrative and landscape of online education drastically changed since the 2019 

Online Education Trends Report was released 2 years ago. An estimated 14 million college 

students were affected by the COVID-19 pandemic (Hess, 2020). The largest and most 

immediate impact of the global pandemic was higher education institutions having to shift 

traditional courses to online platforms, while navigating the challenges of limited technical 

resources and faculty with no online teaching experience (Friedman et al., 2020). During the 

2020 spring semester, CNBC reported that more than 1,100 colleges and universities in the 

United States transitioned their traditional courses to online, which impacted more than 14 

million students (Hess, 2020). This mid-semester shift from face-to-face instruction to distance 

learning did not stem from any college or university growth initiative, but instead was a 
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method of emergency management. Other responses included were discounting tuition prices 

for online courses (Burke, 2020), implementing low-residency hybrid plans (Bowen, 2020), 

and offering courses exclusively via distance learning (Jaschik, 2020). This instructional 

disruption was accompanied by much criticism. Pather et al. (2020) directed a study through a 

social constructivist lens that researched the perceived disruptions and changes made to 

education because of COVID-19. They found that COVID-19 resulted in a loss of assimilated 

hands-on experiences, as well having impacts on traditional classroom roles and pedagogy. 

Another national survey of undergraduates showed a drastic shift in satisfaction from before 

and after transitioning to online (Means & Neisler, 2020). Respondents were asked to 

designate “better online,” “about the same,” or “worse online” to several prompts. More than 

half of the students felt that their interest in the course content and ability to collaborate with 

others was negative impacted, as they chose “worse online,” due to the sudden shift to online 

learning. The researchers took their findings and noted several implications for future practice 

and research. One significant suggestion was to involve teams of faculty and instructional 

designers in the redesign of curriculum and instruction. They noted that this effort will not only 

result in better courses but will also serve as an effective form of professional learning. 

COVID-19 has produced an environment that no longer asks if we should be teaching online, 

but instead demands that we create an online learning environment that fosters equitable 

student engagement. 

 In summary, online learning continues to grow. The progression has been dictated by 

technological advances in society, the needs of students, and most recently by a global health 

crisis. The evolution has been abrupt and often littered with reports of student dissatisfaction 

and the inability to replicate the in-class experience (Gray & DiLoreto, 2016). Additional 
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research that involves factors related to online learning and student engagement can further 

assist in better understanding and delivering course content to this online population. 

Furthermore, understanding online instructional efficacy ultimately should drive the objective 

of enhancing student learning and the student experience (Perrotta & Bohan, 2020).   

Statement of the Problem 

 Despite its apparent importance to student learning, there is little research about how to 

create engaging experiences, particularly in online learning environments. Not surprisingly 

then, there is little written guidance for faculty on how to be an effective and engaging online 

instructor or how to create engaging assessments and courses (Brinthaupt et al., 2011). Most 

written efforts to share effective online teaching approaches rely on anecdotes and “best 

practices” rather than evidence (Berge, 2002; Grandzol & Grandzol, 2006; Puzziferro & 

Shelton, 2009). Even with such “best practices” articles, it is troubling that such literature 

exists without sound substantiation of student experiences and perceptions as a foundation. 

 Because faculty need the information to create more engaging learning experiences, 

there is a need to both examine online learning experiences and gather information from 

experienced students about their views of online learning engagement. In an Educational 

Resources Information Center (ERIC) search of peer-reviewed literature since 2011; restricted 

to higher education; and including “student engagement,” “online courses,” and “student 

perceptions”; fewer than 30 studies were revealed. This is problematic as a search inquiry 

without “student perceptions” yields nearly 200 studies. Students’ levels of engagement have 

been linked to their perception of empowerment (Jones & Carter, 2019); thus, it is essential 

that we provide online faculty with information about what students desire, experience, and 

need.  
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Statement of Purpose 

 The purpose of this qualitative dissertation was to discover and understand features and 

experiences of student engagement as described by higher education students who were 

completing or had completed online courses. The study was broad and thus will be presented in 

a three-article format. This dissertation addressed the research gap on features and experiences 

that engage online students. The results provide faculty with insight into engaging online 

instructional practice which they can use to shape their own engaging online practices in 

unique learning environments and contexts. Ultimately, the findings of this study can aid in 

improving online learning for both faculty and students.  

Significance of the Study 

 This dissertation explored the concept of student engagement from the perspective of 

students in online classes. Participants’ responses were compared to address the similarities 

and differences in perceptions and experiences. Additionally, this research project identified 

particular learning experiences in online classes that were associated with specific course tools 

and features and pedagogies that faculty implemented. This dissertation unveiled student 

opinions and involvements with online engagement, as well and provided a foundation for 

future professional development, course design, and teaching strategies in online courses.  

 Online learning is at the forefront of many colleges’ and universities’ development and 

advancement strategies (Allen & Seaman, 2015). Knowing that, it is imperative that sound 

policies are in place to support such initiatives. One objective of this research was to examine 

and better understand the expectations and experiences of online students. If policymakers are 

equipped with online students’ attitudes, perceptions, and positions of value, they in turn can 

make better and more informed decisions on the behalf of the students’ best interests. Aside 
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from students, online faculty too can benefit from initiatives supporting online learning. 

Stickney et al. (2019) drew a parallel between faculty satisfaction and organizational policies. 

They wrote, “Although a weaker relationship, results also suggest that faculty are more 

satisfied teaching online when institutional support and organizational policies uphold online 

teaching efforts” (p. 509). Lawmakers should understand both the positive and negative 

findings and status of online education. Xu and Xu’s (2019) study on how distance education 

impacts access, cost, and quality indicated that online students are 3-15% more likely to 

withdraw versus similar on-campus. They also found that students presume a subordinate 

learning experience in an entirely online course. Knowing this, students’ expectations, as they 

specifically relate to online learning, should be inquired and considered when developing and 

advancing online learning. This dissertation addressed such areas of satisfaction, or 

dissatisfaction, as well as providing insight for policymakers as they make decisions regarding 

online learning.  

 Online course facilitation, construction, and appraisal are frequently mentioned as a 

pedagogical role or proficiency (Martin et al., 2019). What is not acknowledged regularly, 

however, is a better comprehension of student engagement’s role in the digital classroom. 

Disengagement in both traditional and online courses has become problematic (Deschaine & 

Whale, 2017). Faculty should find interest in that, overall, engaged students are better students 

(Zepke & Leach, 2010). With the expansion of online learning, paired with the understanding 

of student engagement’s importance, educators should embrace findings that aid in their online 

engagement initiatives.  

 Not only is this study useful in informing faculty on online engagement practices, but it 

will aid apprising administrators to make better decisions for their institutions for all 
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constituents of online education. While faculty members frequently receive, or have the option 

to receive, professional development training, administrators seldom do (Nguyen, 2017). With 

both student engagement initiatives and digital learning on the forefront of many institution’s 

agendas, this is troubling. The goal of professional development intends to boost individuals’ 

career proficiencies and enable them to operate successfully in specialized roles (Nguyen, 

2019). This dissertation provides information that administrators are not receiving through 

other channels that can deliver information they need to be informed and make good decisions 

about online learning.  

Chakraborty and Nafukho (2014), through a systematic review, found that online 

students desire a positive learning environment, a learning community, consistent feedback in a 

timely manner, using the appropriate technology to deliver the appropriate content, and an apt 

support system. Furthermore, these learning practices and experiences have been found to be 

directly connected to their motivation (Clayton et al., 2010). This dissertation will take such 

findings and expand upon them to further understand and connect students’ experiences with 

students’ perception of what is engaging.  

Conceptual Framework 

This three-article, qualitative dissertation sought to better understand the concept of 

student engagement in online education based on experiences of online students. The ancillary 

aim of this study was to lessen the gap, and strengthen the foundation, in the literature on 

student engagement in online courses. To that end, all three studies were guided by a 

conceptual framework. With little research on creating engaging experiences online and no 

generally acknowledged description of student engagement, a conceptual framework was ideal 

for linking the various concepts and themes derived from the review of literature and data 
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analysis. Reeve and Tseng’s (2011) study on agentic student engagement discussed various 

levels of student engagement guided the development of research and interview questions. 

Their four-component construct of student engagement, behavioral engagement, emotional 

engagement, cognitive engagement, and agentic engagement was instrumental in examining 

and presenting the concept of student engagement as an assortment of experiences. Given the 

discrepancy of student engagement meanings among students and faculty (Reeve & Tseng, 

2011; Wentzel, 2003), investigating various features of engagement through a qualitative 

synthesis, paired with wide presentation of engagement to online student participants, yielded 

more meaningful data and a stronger understanding of engaging experiences in online courses. 

Research Study Organization 

 This dissertation includes three articles that sought to examine the notion of student 

engagement from the experiences of online students. The first article encompasses a 

descriptive qualitative study to explore how online students conceptualized online student 

engagement, as well as understand what online elements they perceived to be engaging. An 

online, open-ended survey, completed by 40 current or former students who had taken at least 

one online course, was used to collect data. The findings helped develop several insights and 

strategies for engaging online students. In order to better build upon the themes found in 

Article 1, an in-depth review of qualitative literature was warranted. The second article 

involves a qualitative synthesis of literature on online student engagement to identify a widely-

observed view of student engagement based on the experiences of online students. The 

PRISMA method was used to guide the identification of 43 peer-reviewed qualitative or mixed 

method articles that were relevant and appropriate for the study. The included studies’ findings 

were extracted, analyzed, and coded to display the themes of how online student engagement 



 
 

13 

had been described, studied, and presented in the included studies. This synthesis, paired with 

the initial descriptive qualitative study, established the need to examine multiple facets of 

engagement from the student lens. To achieve this, the third article is a case study, specific to 

online students in two graduate programs with similar and shared experiences, to better 

understand attitudes toward engagement and identify which elements of their learning they 

found engaging. From three studies’ data, collective and cohesive themes, implications, and 

recommendation are presented to better understand, generate, and augment engaging 

experiences for online learners. 

Assumptions 

 This dissertation was based on several assumptions. I assumed that the student 

participants answered questions honestly and from authentic experiences in their online 

courses. The qualitative synthesis of literature also included this assumption for the student 

recounts and opinions found in the included research reports. Additionally, the qualitative 

synthesis assumed the included peer-reviewed research reports were the most appropriate for 

exploring the research questions. The final assumption, for all three studies, was that my 

experience as a higher education faculty served as a benefit to interpret the data and categorize 

the literature.  

Limitations 

 Limitations specific to each study are addressed in those chapters. A broad synopsis of 

limitations follows.  

1. One drawback was the nonexistent commonality regarding what student engagement 

is, and what it is not, in online education. When reviewing prior research on student 

engagement in online learning, it was difficult to develop a summary of the findings when a 
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shared foundation of engagement was nonexistent. While this was a limitation, it also 

contributed to the need for this dissertation and influenced suggestions for future research.   

 2. A majority of online students are classified as nontraditional, which means they are 

mostly part-time students with personal and professional obligations outside of school 

(Radford et al., 2015). This made recruitment challenging, as participation was voluntary and 

many students were not willing or unable to partake due to their current obligations. The 

interviews in Chapter IV took place in the midst the COVID-19 pandemic, which increased 

this existing challenge. While participation was limited in Chapter IV, the completed 

questionnaires and interviews for both studies did provide meaningful data for further 

understanding online student engagement.  

Definition of Terms 

 For clarification, several terms used in this study have been defined. The working 

definition of each term can be found here.  

 Active learning: Allen and Tanner (2005) defined active learning as “seeking new 

information, organizing it in a way that is meaningful, and having the chance to explain it to 

others” (p. 262). Research shows that active learning can be used to promote student 

engagement and positively impact student learning when employed effectively (Khan et al., 

2017).   

 Asynchronous: In asynchronous courses, or course factors, faculty provide course 

materials that can be accessed at various times by students (Major, 2015). While a timeframe 

or deadlines may exist, students are given flexibility as to when they view course materials and 

submit items of assessment.  
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 Blended: In blended courses, or hybrid courses, content is delivered both virtually and 

onsite. The amount of time spent either online or in person is usually at the discretion of the 

instructor (Major, 2015). For example, Allen et al. (2007) suggested that 30 to 79% of a 

blended course take place on the internet. 

 Distance education: The Association for Education Communications in Technology 

(AECT) defined distance education as an “institution-based, formal education where the 

learning group is separated, and where interactive telecommunications systems are used to 

connect learners, resources, and instructors” (Schlosser & Simonson, 2009, p.1).  

 Learning management system (LMS): A learning management system (LMS) is an 

online platform that delivers, manages, and organizes course content. Features of a LMS can 

include easy access, providing quick and continuous feedback, advancing communication, skill 

development, and diverse learner friendly (Alshorman & Bawaneh, 2018).  

 Nontraditional student: According to the National Center for Education Statistics, to be 

considered a “nontraditional student,” the student must be in one or more of the following 

categories: deferred enrollment into postsecondary education, attends college part-time, works 

full-time, is financially independent for financial aid purposes, has dependents other than a 

spouse, is a single parent, or does not have a high school diploma (Radford et al., 2015). 

 On-campus course: A course is designated as “on-campus” when less than 29% of the 

content is delivered online (Allen & Seaman, 2015).  

 Online course: To be considered an online course, all or at least 80% of content must be 

delivered online (Allen & Seaman, 2015).  

 Online learning: Ally (2009) detailed online learning as  

the use of the Internet to access learning materials; to interact with the content, 
instructor, and other learners; and to obtain support during the learning process, in 
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order to acquire knowledge, to construct personal meaning, and to grow from the 
learning experience. (p. 5)  
 
Qualitative synthesis: A qualitative synthesis, also known as a qualitative systematic 

review, is a review of qualitative literature that analytically searches for research in a defined 

area and draws the findings together (Seers, 2012). One task of a qualitative synthesis is to 

convey a conclusion of the current state of the literature to an intended audience (Hammersley, 

2013).  

 Student engagement: The overarching goal of this dissertation was provide a better 

understanding and characterization of student engagement in online learning; several 

definitions of the term exist. For this study, Reeve and Tseng’s (2011) four-component 

construct of student engagement served as the model for engagement. The researchers 

identified four unique constructs of student engagement: agentic engagement, behavioral 

engagement, emotional engagement, and cognitive engagement (see Table 1.1).  

Table 1.1 

Reeve and Tseng’s Four Components of Student Engagement 

Components of Student Engagement Description 

Agentic engagement Students’ constructive contribution into the flow 
of the instruction they receive   
 

Behavioral engagement Students’ on-task attention, lesson involvement, 
and effort   
 

Cognitive engagement Students’ metacognition and self-regulation  
  

Emotional engagement Students’ presence or absence of varying 
emotional sentiments when learning  

Note. Adapted from Reeve & Tseng, 2011, pp. 257-267. 
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 Synchronous: In synchronous courses, both students and faculty are online at the same 

time (Major, 2015). The courses have a standard meeting time and students are afforded a real-

time learning experience. 

 Traditional students: The National Center for Educational Statistics described 

“traditional students” as first-time, full-time degree or certificate seeking students who enroll 

in an undergraduate program immediately after high school (Choy, 2002). Furthermore, most 

are not fully financially independent.  

 Systematic review: A systematic review is a review of literature on a defined research 

question or questions that uses an orderly and categorical method to identify and appraise 

applicable primary research, and to extract and evaluate data from the included studies (Khan 

et al., 2001). According to the Cochrane Handbook for Systematic Reviews of Interventions 

(Higgins et al., 2019), the following are key characteristics of systematic reviews:  

1. a clearly stated set of objectives with pre-defined eligibility criteria for studies; 
2. an explicit, reproducible methodology; 
3. a systematic search that attempts to identify all studies that would meet the 

eligibility criteria; 
4. an assessment of the validity of the findings of the included studies, for example 

through the assessment of risk of bias; and 
5. a systematic presentation, and synthesis, of the characteristics and findings of the 

included studies. (p. xxiii) 
 

Summary 

Online students want to be engaged (Jones & Carter, 2019) and their engagement is 

often linked to levels success and satisfaction in online courses (Bawa, 2016). While desired, 

many students’ criticisms of online learning are connected to disengagement (Chakraborty & 

Nafukho, 2014). Online education is seeing tremendous growth (Seaman et al., 2018) and 

many institutions are proactively supporting of this advancement (Allen & Seaman, 2016). 

Collectively, these facts are problematic, especially given the lack of literature presenting a 
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unified description of online student engagement. In response, this dissertation investigated 

how online students describe experiences of engagement in their online courses.  

 This three-article dissertation consists of five chapters. Chapter I states the overall 

purpose of the study, explains why this study is warranted and important, details the conceptual 

framework, and describes the three articles. Chapter II is the first article and provides insight 

on how online students conceptualize engagement, as well as how they identity which course 

features are, and are not, engaging.  Chapter III is the second article and provides a qualitative 

synthesis of literature related to online student descriptions of, and experiences with, 

engagement. Chapter IV is the third article and is a case study of the experiences of graduate 

students in two online master’s programs in education. Chapter V summarizes the studies, 

presents practical implications, and provides recommendation for future research.  
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CHAPTER II 

STUDENT PERCEPTIONS OF ENGAGEMENT IN ONLINE COURSES: 
AN EXPLORATORY STUDY 

Abstract 

Given the increasing numbers of students who choose to learn online, educators should 

understand the conditions necessary for student success in this environment. Previous studies 

have documented that student engagement is essential to student learning, retention, 

persistence, and satisfaction. In this descriptive qualitative study, I sought to understand how 

students conceptualize engagement in online courses as well as to understand what elements 

students perceive to be engaging. For this work, we interviewed or surveyed 40 students who 

shared their perceptions of engagement in online courses. We uncovered several key themes 

related to types of engagement including behavioral engagement, cognitive engagement, social 

engagement, emotional engagement, and agentic engagement. Additionally, the students 

described specific course elements they found engaging. We offer suggestions for distance 

learning administrators and instructional designers who wish to work with instructors on 

engaging students in the online learning environment.  

Introduction 

In 1998, too few fully online courses existed for researchers to take an account of 

student enrollment. According to the most recent Babson Research Survey Group report, which 

presents data collected under the U.S. Department of Education’s National Center for 

Education Statistics’ (NCES) Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS), in the 
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fall of 2016 there were nearly 6.4 million students taking online courses (Seaman et al., 2018). 

This figure represents 31.6% of total enrollment. This report also documents that distance 

education enrollment has increased for the 14th straight year in an environment that that 

struggled within overall declining enrollment since 2012 (Seaman et al., 2018). According to 

the NCES, the proportion of all students who were enrolled exclusively online grew to 15.4% 

(which is up from 14.7% in 2016). This means that about one in six students are studying 

online. The share of all students who mixed online and in-person courses grew slightly faster, 

from 16.4% in 2016 to 17.6% in 2017. The proportion of all students who took at least one 

course online grew to 33.1%, a 2% increase from the previous study (Grinder et al., 2019). 

 With the growth in importance of online learning as an instructional form, ever-

increasing numbers of faculty are teaching online courses. Findings from a 2013 survey of 

more than 2,200 faculty members indicated that 30% of faculty have taught online (Seaman et 

al., 2018). Faculty at all career ranks, part- and full-time faculty, and faculty teaching at a 

range of institutional types have developed and taught online courses. Findings from this study 

about faculty participation in online learning corresponded to other studies, which also 

indicated that a growing number of faculty are beginning to teach online. Lederman and 

Jaschik (2013) conducted a study with 2,251 faculty members. The findings support those of 

Seaman’s (2009) earlier study of more than 11,000 faculty, which indicated that by the fall of 

2008 just over one-third (34.4%) had taught a course online and nearly one-quarter of all 

faculty (23.6%) were teaching one course online at the time. More recent research involving a 

study with 95 chief academic officers (Learning House, 2019) found that about two-thirds of 

the online courses (67%) are taught by full-time instructors, and the other one-third by adjunct 

professors (31%). Institutions are less likely to require training than to require it. Almost a 
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quarter of institutions (23%) do not require professors to participate in any activities to prepare 

for online teaching, and the percentage of academic officers ranged from a high of 45% for 

self-paced training on the institution's online education technology (learning management 

system, etc.) to about 30% for training on online course design. With evidence to suggest that 

almost one-third of faculty members are teaching online and that more are planning to do so in 

the future, this instructional form appears to have reached what Rogers (1983) called the 

“tipping point” in diffusion of innovation; in this case, instructional innovation. According to 

Rogers (1983), it takes 25% of individual adoption to reach a “tipping point” of acceptance. 

That is, online learning appears to have become common instructional practice among higher 

education faculty. The evidence suggesting that most faculty do not receive any formal training 

for teaching online suggests that I need to provide faculty with more information about 

teaching in the online environment.  

 High-ranking officials also have signaled the growing importance of online learning in 

higher education in several ways. In the Sloan Foundation survey, for example, while in 2002, 

fewer than 50% of all higher education institutions reported that online learning was critical to 

their long-term strategy (Allen & Seaman, 2003), by 2011 that number was 66% (Allen & 

Seaman, 2014). In the 2013 survey, 90% of administrators indicated a belief that it is “very 

likely” or “likely” that all students will be taking at least one online course in the next 5 years. 

It seems clear that administrators believe that online learning is occupying an increasingly 

important role in institutions of higher education (Allen et al., 2016).  

 In 2016, Quality Matters and Eduventures Research formed the Changing Landscape of 

Online Education (CHLOE) to conduct research on online learning. Among their first efforts 

was to track Chief Online Officers’ (COO) perspectives of the field. Their survey of 280 COOs 
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signified the growing importance of online learning. From increased number and types of 

campuses, to increases status of online learning officers (growing numbers and shifts in the 

organizational chart), to the amount of time and effort being spent on online innovation, clearly 

this form of distance learning is getting a stronger hold on higher education (Legon & Garrett, 

2019).  

 With the growth of online learning during the past 3 decades and the likelihood for its 

continuation, there have been notable challenges to its success, which are largely connected to 

the concept of student engagement. While I know from research on onsite courses that 

engagement is critical to student success (Bawa, 2016), researchers have not fully addressed 

the question of what makes an online course a more or less engaging learning experience for 

students. Since student engagement is critical, we need to understand what engagement is and 

how we can best plan for it in online environments. The purpose of this descriptive qualitative 

study was to discover how students conceptualize and recognize student engagement in the 

online setting.  

Literature Review 

Online Learning 

A growing body of evidence suggests that online learning is an effective method for 

helping students achieve learning outcomes. A recent Education Resources Information Center 

(ERIC) search found more than 3,000 research or evaluation studies on the effectiveness of 

online learning at the higher education level were published in peer-reviewed journals between 

the years of 2000 and 2019. Around one-tenth of these studies involved a direct comparison 

between online and offline program models. These studies largely suggested that online and 

offline courses often have similar outcomes, or a finding of “no significant difference,” with 
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some studies suggesting online courses are slightly better and some suggesting offline courses 

are slightly better, in the area of cognitive gain (National Research Center for Distance 

Education and Technological Advancements, 2019). According to the National Research 

Center for Distance Education and Technological Advancements (DETA), strong evidence 

exists to defend the “no significant difference finding.” That said, this research is accompanied 

by much criticism. Some educators argue that online learning is inferior to onsite learning. 

Indeed, in 10 national surveys of chief academic officers conducted by the Babson Survey 

Research Group from 2002-2015, no more than about one-third of the officers reported that 

faculty accept the value and legitimacy of online education. These numbers ranged from a low 

of 28% in 2002, 2005, and 2014, to a high of 34% in 2007. As the researchers concluded, “a 

continuing failure of online education has been the inability to convince its most important 

audience—higher education faculty members—of its worth” (Allen et al., 2016, p. 26). 

Additionally, the criticism has included questioning whether the “no significant difference” 

studies were rigorous or if they asked the right questions. Specifically, DETA has compiled a 

bibliography of hundreds of studies that compare online courses (or other forms of distance 

education) to onsite ones. Many of these have questioned the “no significant difference” 

research itself, from whether the studies were rigorous to whether they asked the right 

question. Some meta-analyses of such studies, however, have in general confirmed the “no 

significant difference” indication.   

One of the most recent meta-analyses of these studies was conducted by the US 

Department of Education. The researchers found that “on average, students in online learning 

conditions performed better than those receiving face to face instruction” (Means et al., 2009, 

p. ix). The researchers also found that “the effectiveness of online learning approaches appears 
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quite broad” (p. xv). In other words, online learning has proven effective for undergraduates, 

graduates, and academic and professional students. Several scholars claim that research aiming 

at the comparison between online and offline courses has been largely exhausted (Bernard et 

al., 2004; Clark, 2000; Gunawardena & McIssac, 2004; Lockee et al., 2001; Mishra & Koehler, 

2006; Yen et al., 2018). What I have yet to document as clearly is what experiences or course 

features make online courses more or less effective for student learners and learning.  

Student Engagement 

Educators suggest that we do not have a clear understanding of what student 

engagement is. As one educator suggested, “an explicit consensus about what we actually 

mean by engagement or why it is important is lacking,” which illustrates the complexity of the 

idea (Bowen, 2005, p. 3). There is some agreement at a broad level about what student 

engagement is, however, and these characteristics provide an essential framework for 

understanding student engagement. Student engagement in general is students’ willingness and 

desire to contribute and be successful in a learning process that leads them to higher-level 

thinking and long-term understanding. Barkley and Major (2020) suggested that student 

engagement is the mental state students are in while learning, representing the intersection of 

feeling and thinking. We believe that “engagement requires a psychological investment on the 

part of the learner as well as persistence in undertaking the learning task” (Major, 2015, p. 

208). Additionally, several interconnected factors such as motivation, attention, involvement, 

and intellectual effort can support engagement initiatives. Finally, instructor actions can 

prompt engagement. In one study for example, researchers found that students in courses 

where faculty used more non-verbal immediacy behaviors (e.g., emoticons/figurative language, 

color, cohesion, visual imagery, and audio in course design; response latency, length, time of 
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day, and message frequency in forums; and type and promptness of feedback via grading and 

email), student engagement was higher (Rogers-Stacy et al., 2017). In order to engage online 

learners, we need to advance a distinct understanding of student engagement in an online 

setting. Likewise, we need to understand the concept from the perspective of the ones who are, 

or are not, engaging: the students. And we need to understand common features and elements 

of online course design and delivery that can promote student engagement.  

Conceptual Framework 

 With little research on creating engaging experiences online and multiple perceptions 

of the term “engagement, a conceptual framework helps the various concepts and themes 

derived from the review of literature and data analysis. Reeve and Tseng’s (2011) study 

described various levels of student engagement. Specifically, the researchers argued that 

student engagement is a four-component construct: behavioral engagement, emotional 

engagement, cognitive engagement, and agentic engagement.  

 Behavioral engagement includes students’ effort, determination, contribution, and 

compliance with the course (Reeve & Tseng, 2011; Wentzel, 2003). There is little consistency 

on the definition of emotional engagement (Reeve & Tseng, 2011; Wentzel, 2003). While 

perceptions differ, two definitions have emerged from prior research. Sciarra and Seirup (2008) 

described emotional engagement as a sense of belonging and “the degree to which they care” 

(p. 218). Skinner and Belmont (1993) defined emotional engagement as students’ feelings of 

curiosity, pleasure, apprehension, and irritation during their efforts toward success. Cognitive 

engagement includes students’ motivation, skills, and approaches to improving their work 

(Metallidou & Viachou, 2007; Reeve & Tseng, 2011). The prior three variations of 

engagement have been continuously defined and described in prior research. However, Reeve 
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and Tseng (2011) were the first to suggest that agentic engagement is a fourth aspect of student 

engagement. They defined agentic engagement as “students’ constructive contribution into the 

flow of the instruction they receive” (p. 1). Their four-component model suggests interactions 

between different types of engagement leads to student achievement of learning outcomes. 

Since prior research noted the discrepancy of student engagement meanings among students 

and faculty, using various components of the term should invoke more meaningful discussions. 

Methods 

 The purpose of the study was to explore the concept student engagement in online 

courses. Our research questions were 

Research Question 1: How do students define student engagement in online courses? 

Research Question 2: What features of online learning do students find engaging? 

Research Question 3: What experiences of online learning do students find engaging? 

Our research approach for learning about the concept of student engagement was a descriptive 

qualitative study. A descriptive study is useful for examining events or phenomena experience 

by individuals or groups. The approach is useful for providing an extensive summary of the 

situation. Rather than asking “why” or “how,” the descriptive qualitative researcher examines 

the “what” (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013).  

 To carry out this descriptive study, we created an open-ended, online survey (Appendix 

A) for students on student engagement. The survey consisted of nine of open-ended questions 

about engagement. Forty students participated in my study. Demographic data from students 

were collected prior to the open-ended questions.  

 Seventy percent of students were classified as full-time taking between 6 and 16 credit 

hours per semester. A majority, 75.7%, were graduate students. Eighty percent of students 
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listed their ethnicity as “White” and 70% identified as female. While most students (86%) 

classified themselves as residential students, defined as most courses taken as taught in-person 

and on-campus, all students had taken at least one course online. Areas of study varied, but the 

majority of the students were enrolled in an education program. Higher education 

administration and instructional leadership were the two most common.  

 We used thematic analysis to identify common themes and trends in the data. During 

the first cycle of coding, we used initial coding and read transcripts as I created codes that 

defined what I was reading (Charmaz, 2014). Saldaña (2013) explained that “initial coding is 

breaking down qualitative data into discrete parts, closely explaining them, and comparing 

them for similarities and differences” (p. 100). The second cycle of coding, or recoding, was 

needed to better refine the categories and themes found in the data. Abbott (2004) likened this 

round of coding to “decorating a room; you try it, step back, move a few things, step back 

again, try a serious reorganization, and so on” (p. 215). I coded all surveys and found that I 

reached theoretical saturation, in which I was able to answer the research questions and were 

finding recurrent themes.  

Findings 

 I found several key themes in the data. The themes most often were associated with 

different types of engagement and the strategies or course features necessary for engagement to 

occur. They also included students’ thoughts about who was responsible for student 

engagement.  
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Cognitive Engagement 

Definition  

Most student respondents stated that engagement in the classroom must be “active.” 

They pointed to the idea of their own involvement in their learning as well as to the notion of 

intellectual effort. As one participant explained, students “must be involved in the learning 

process.” Interestingly, when asked about student engagement online, several of the students 

tipped to descriptions of learning that happen in a physical classroom. For example, one 

student said, 

Student engagement is defined as students actively participating in the learning process. 
Instead of passively sitting in a classroom and doing the bare minimum to get by, 
student engagement entails that students participate in thoughtful discussion, and go 
above and beyond on assignments in order to learn. 
 

Another student, talking about student roles, said that students “are fully invested in the 

learning process, whether by participating in classroom discussions with faculty and 

classmates, completing reading assignments or other projects outside of class time, or by 

generally committing to the class.” Students felt they had to put forth cognitive effort in order 

to engage. But they did not articulate how that engagement differed between online and onsite 

classes.  

Strategies  

Students often described active learning strategies in which they had participated as 

engaging. Strategies included leading the discussion 1 week, completing activities such as 

WebQuests, and developing authentic projects, such as portfolios, kept them active and 

engaged in learning online. Students knew that to engage, they could not be bystanders, but 

instead participatory members of the learning environment. They wanted important and 

meaningful work, not busywork or rote tasks. While they knew they had to engage, they 
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wanted teachers to design environments in which that is possible. Another student explained a 

positive and engaging experience as follows:  

The best experience that I had in an online course is where the professor had us post 
weekly on two different topics. The first topic was given to us by the professor.  The 
second topic was picked by the individual student but had to be relevant to the weekly 
lesson. Each student had to respond to two classmates. With the first topic, the 
professor was preparing us for the type of questions that were typical on comprehensive 
exams. The second topic was to engage the student by letting us research and pick 
something that was interesting to us as individuals. Some students complained that it 
was a lot of extra writing due to the length of the posts. I aced my comprehensive 
exams for the program and that class was a big factor in my improving my writing 
skills. She also sent us weekly motivational quotes or pictures.  
 

Emotional Engagement 

Definition 

Students had to connect with the course on an emotional level. That is, they had to have 

a positive view of the course and of the importance of learning. They had to believe that they 

could succeed. They had to want to learn. And they understood this as well as its 

interconnection to other types of engagement. One student describing engagement, specifically 

pointing out the personal and emotional aspect, in addition to the cognitive one, said that 

engagement is “The level of involvement of students personally, emotionally, and 

academically pertaining to a course both in and out of the classroom.”  

Strategies 

Students were unsurprisingly less vocal about emotional engagement than they were 

about cognitive engagement, but they had some specific suggestions for faculty, as follows: 

• “Be challenging, but again show some personality in the class. Incorporate some 
reflective or introspective assignments.”  
 

• “Be open minded to different viewpoints. Encourage creativity. Allow time and 
space for collaboration. Provide students a rubric or expectations for student 
engagement. Allot time for students to respond to posts.”  
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Engaged Behaviors 

 While my conceptual model suggested that behavior and agency are types of 

engagement, I found that cognitive and emotional engagement had to be in place for students 

to demonstrate engaged behaviors. That is, students had to want to engage and they had to 

exert the effort to engage, prior to doing things that demonstrated engagement and prior to 

taking ownership for the course. They recognized when they were engaged and offered several 

behaviors that documented their engagement in their own learning. Moreover, agency emerged 

as a type of engaged behavior. Students described the following engaged behaviors.  

Showing Up 

One of the key indicators of engagement was simply showing up. Engaged students 

describe logging into the course and completing their assignments and talking with their 

instructors and peers. They demonstrated engagement through trying to learn the information, 

rather than just passing the test. They showed engagement by demonstrating their attempts to 

understand the bigger picture of the assignment rather than just attending to the requirements. 

They were active in reflections about their learning. One student shared that to be engaged, 

students have to, “Be open-minded. Be active participants. Put forth an effort to deep thinking 

and constructing a sound response. Be a good listener. Make sure you reread for clarity.”  

Interacting With Others  

Students often mentioned collaborating with peers as a key way they demonstrated 

engagement. Specifically, many students responded that discussion boards and forums are 

ideal tools for engaging. As one student said, “Therefore, I would suggest that a professor's 

foremost objective is to rekindle the social interactions of online students. Once the students 

begin working as a unified system, then learning outcomes/processes become more alluring.” 



 
 

37 

Additionally, they also noted the importance of interacting with the teacher. They wanted 

timely and insightful feedback from the instructor. Social presence was an important factor to 

their perceptions of engagement.  

Exercising Self-Management and Agency  

Students believed that a level of accountability and self-direction should be 

implemented in the classroom. One respondent said that students should be “actively involved 

in and accountable for their own learning.” Another said, “Self-discipline is key.” They 

indicated that this autonomy leads to further involvement and comprehension of the material. 

Additionally, this self-guidance can result in students taking the initiative to reach out to their 

classmates and/or instructors and yield better efficiency within the online course. They also 

wanted leadership opportunities in the course, sharing some of the authority with their 

instructor and their peers.  

Shared Responsibility Between Faculty and Students 

 Most students believed that engagement should be a shared responsibility. One 

respondent stated, “We are all—students and faculty—fully responsible for both teaching and 

learning.” Another said,  

Just as a student must take the initiative to learn, the teacher must take the initiative to 
teach (mutual responsibility). This sense of 50/50 can also be applied to student-student 
relationships, too. Any situation in which one side is exerting too much and the other is 
not receptive/contributing is doomed for inadequacy.  
 

For online learning, the interconnectivity of the course can be an ideal setting for this shared 

responsibility.  

 Even though describing it as shared responsibility, they acknowledged the instructor’s 

critical role in student engagement. One student said:  
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An engaging professor draws students in. Even students who are not inclined to be 
engaged. Part of prof's responsibility is to make students engage and learn, even when 
they don't know they want to. An engaging and fun class can be refreshing and 
fulfilling.  
 

Another said, “While students must take the initiative to interact and build up trust with each 

other, it is up to the professor and course design to facilitate this process.” 

Discussion 

 Distance learning administrators need to set policies that encourage faculty to build in 

efforts to engage students in their learning. While students understand their role as engaged 

learners, it is essential to design courses that create opportunities for engagement to happen. 

The key is for instructional designers to help faculty learn how to make their courses more 

engaging for the students who will participate in them. These strategies need to blend cognitive 

engagement prompts with emotional engagement and motivation in ways that will lead 

students to engaged behaviors. From my findings, I offer the following strategies for engaging 

students online.  

Encourage Online Faculty to Use Student-Led Pedagogies 

Pedagogies such as lectures and demonstrations tend to be instructor-led, while 

pedagogies such as cooperative learning, team-based learning (TBL), and problem-based 

learning (PBL) tend to be learner-led. While both approaches have value, pedagogies in the 

latter group provide opportunities for students to take an agency role in their own learning. The 

best approach is likely a mix of instructor-led and student-led pedagogies, which will help 

students understand that both the teacher and the learners are involved in and responsible for 

learning.  
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Encourage Online Instructors to Use Pedagogies That Empower Students in the 
Pedagogical Process 
 

Students can be involved in the pedagogical process in a variety of ways, through 

contributing their own goals to course goals. They can also have opportunities to serve as the 

instructors at some point in a given course; for example, through student-created micro 

teaching videos, digital stories, web sites, collages, letters, personal learning environments, or 

other (for a fuller list of teaching techniques, see the K. Patricia Cross Academy, n.d.). These 

approaches are motivating and provide students with an opportunity to engage cognitively and 

to exert agency.  

Encourage Online Instructors to Use Pedagogies That Allow Students to Connect Their 
Personal Interests to Course Content 
 

Students are more likely to be interested in topics that involve them directly, as an adult 

educational theory suggests. Adult learners are internally motivated and self-directed. They 

bring experiences and knowledge to their learning that they want to apply. They are practical 

and want learning to be relevant to their own experiences. In addition, adult learners want to be 

respected. Designers can work with instructors to build in these opportunities.  

Encourage Instructors to Use Pedagogies That Simulate Reality 

Students tend to be more engaged in activities that feel real to them. Pedagogies based 

on realistic experiences for students can range from case-based learning in which students 

strive to solve real-world problems presented in the form of case studies to game-based 

learning, in which students participate in simulations and immersive games. These approaches 

are motivating and they provide opportunities for deep learning and higher order thinking.  
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Encourage Instructors to Use Pedagogies That Have Students Create Authentic Products 

Authentic learning involves activities that are contextualized in real life, rather than 

decontextualized to the classroom. These approaches not only make engagement and 

ultimately learning more visible, but also more real for the students. Activities like book 

reviews, digital storytelling, surveys, data analysis, book reviews, case studies, and so forth can 

allow students to approach a meaningful task and to produce a real and enduring product that 

documents their learning in a tangible way.  

Encourage Instructors to Use Varied Pedagogies That Require Documented  
Student Action  
 

Just as onsite students need breaks from content consumption to actively engage in 

their learning, so do students in online courses. There are many activities that faculty can 

implement to ensure student activity, even when presenting content. Short video lectures 

juxtaposed with active learning assignments (such as posting to a discussion board or 

uploading content), for example, is one option. Written content maybe be interspersed with 

links to assignments that invite activity, such as the opportunity to comment on a content post. 

Students can engage in a range of activities such as accessing information, sharing information, 

contributing information, creating information, and curating information.   

Conclusion 

My study revealed that students view student engagement to be active and participatory 

amongst both students and faculty. My findings also showed that in order for student 

engagement to be achieved, communication must be encouraged and accessible for all 

members of the course. My hope is that this research will help those who are developing online 

courses to create opportunities that enable students to communicate, problem-solve, critique, 

and create. While most are familiar with these techniques in the traditional, face-to-face 
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setting, they cannot be ignored or neglected in online classrooms. Technology, including 

Learning Management Systems, can be used to support different types of student engagement 

among the digital learning community resulting in deeper and more meaningful learning.  
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CHAPTER III 

ONLINE STUDENT ENGAGEMENT: A QUALITATIVE SYNTHESIS 
OF STUDENT EXPERIENCES 

Abstract 

Several researchers have attempted to discover, from students’ perceptions and 

experiences, what student engagement is and how students experience it when learning online. 

While research on student engagement online is plentiful, there appears to be a lack of 

consensus among the findings. In this qualitative synthesis, I examined how students 

conceptualize engagement in online courses and identified specific elements they found to be 

engaging. A qualitative synthesis, or a qualitative systematic review, is an in-depth review of 

qualitative research to a particular research question. For this study, I gathered and categorized 

research reports, which included qualitative data, housed on the Education Resources 

Information Center (ERIC) database focused on “online classes” and “student engagement” in 

higher education over the past 5 years. In this article, I present a synthesis of the current 

literature, along with a foundation to create more informed future research designs. 

Introduction 

 Engaging online learners has historically been a challenge (Bodily et al., 2017). The 

reported shortcomings or frustrations with online learning are often linked to a lack of 

engagement (Sinatra et al., 2015). In addition, there is little scholarly consensus on what 

student engagement is and what it is not (Blakey & Major, 2019). This lack is problematic 

given that enrollment in online courses continues to grow (Seaman et al., 2018), and student 
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engagement is closely associated with student satisfaction and success (Bawa, 2016). Indeed, a 

study of 23 online courses indicated that interpersonal interaction, student-to-student and 

student-to-instructor, was the top influence on academic performance (Jaggars & Xu, 2016). 

Additionally, several studies demonstrated that social presence and teacher presence are vital 

to creating a connected and supportive learning environment (Martin & Bollinger, 2018; Muir 

et al., 2019; Stone & Springer, 2019). While there is a documented relationship between 

engagement efforts and online student success and satisfaction, the lack of a consensus on the 

basis of student engagement remains problematic. Effective online teaching, or any teaching, is 

reliant on student engagement (Dixson, 2010); therefore, we must understand what students 

perceive to be engaging. 

While online learning can be an effective method for facilitating learning outcomes 

(Blakey & Major, 2019), such advantages are complemented by much criticism (Chakraborty 

& Nafukho, 2014). A key disparagement of online learning has been the infrequent interaction 

between and among students and faculty (Chen et al., 2010). Many instructors who teach 

online say that one of the most tenacious challenges of online education is replicating the same 

level of engagement found in traditional courses (Rudra, 2020). Many students share similar 

sentiments by mentioning that online courses are not applicable to real-life experiences 

(Purinton & Burke, 2020), contain many technical difficulties (Deschaine & Whale, 2017), 

include demanding workloads (Gonzales & Moore, 2020; Papadima-Sophocleous & 

Giannikas, 2019; Stott, 2016), and do not consider the needs of the individual student (Muir et 

al., 2019). While the criticism and frustration of online faculty is problematic, addressing the 

disappointments with and obstructions of online student engagement is especially crucial given 

that they are the beneficiaries of such efforts.  
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 Due to the complexity of student engagement, particularly in online learning, 

measuring and evaluating such efforts has been challenging (Farrell & Brunton, 2020; Hu & 

Li, 2017). Hu and Li (2017) examined online student engagement studies and explicitly 

inspected the measurement of student engagement. They identified several key problems with 

the literature, including, 

1. “In research scope, most of the quantitative researchers only combine students’ explicit 
feedback, simple behavior (acquired through login information) and web content 
mining (simple analysis of post content), and lack comprehensive consideration on 
emotional and psychological external reflection.” (p. 42) 
 

2. “In research object, most researchers studied student engagement in the whole, and not 
from different dimensions.” (p. 42) 
 

Much of the current research on both traditional and online student engagement collected was 

through quantitative methods. While quantitative measurements are valid, qualitative methods 

allow for researchers to gain a better understanding of and identify essential reasons and 

motivations for the given research focus (Almalki, 2016). Furthermore, Hu and Li (2017) 

found that most researchers have examined online student engagement from narrow lenses, as 

opposed to the varying domains: behavioral, cognitive, emotional, and agentic. In order to best 

understand engagement, it must be studied and surveyed from multiple angles. Given student 

engagement has been linked to positive learning outcomes, and online learning is credited as 

lacking such initiatives, then knowing the features and experiences of student engagement in 

online education is critical.  

Purpose 

 The purpose of this qualitative systematic review was to identify a widely perceived 

definition and perception of student engagement in online courses. Unfortunately, the issue of 

how to successfully manage and engage students in online courses is widely unanswered 
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(Chakraborty & Nafukho, 2014). Competent strategies to deliver efficient learning experiences 

is vital to online education (Chen, 2016). This comprehensive synthesis not only identifies key 

studies that address the important issues of online engagement, but it also reveals uncharted 

areas that need further investigation. This synthesis of recent studies on student engagement in 

online courses can guide instructors, administrators, policymakers, and researchers in making 

decisions regarding online learner engagement.  

Research Questions 

 To achieve the purpose of the study, the following research questions directed the 

qualitative synthesis of literature:  

Research Question 1: How do online students perceive student engagement based on 

their experiences in online courses?    

Research Question 2: What experiences and features of online learning do students find 

engaging?  

Research Question 3: What is a widely used or accepted definition of student 

engagement in the literature?   

Assumptions 

 This research study was positioned on the following assumptions:   

1. The peer-reviewed literature reviewed for this synthesis was the most appropriate for 

exploring the research question given that this level of publications is regarded at the highest 

standard of research.  

2. The criteria for including particular reports in this study was appropriate in address 

each research question.   
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3. The research participants in the reviewed research reports were truthful in their 

perceptions and recounting of student engagement in online education.  

4. My experience as a higher education faculty member served as a benefit to better 

interpret and categorize the literature. 

Methods 

 The qualitative synthesis approach was the most effective method for this study. A 

qualitative synthesis, sometimes called a qualitative systematic review, connects research on an 

issue, systematically seeking indications from leading qualitative research reports and linking 

the findings together (Seers, 2015). While there are some disadvantages to creating a 

qualitative synthesis versus alternative study designs, the advantages of the method are critical 

to address the research questions in this dissertation (Table 3.1).   

Table 3.1 

Advantages and Disadvantages of a Systematic Review  

Advantages Disadvantages 

● Exhaustive review of the current 

literature and other sources 

(unpublished studies, ongoing research) 

● Less costly to review prior studies than 

to create a new study 

● Less time required than conducting a 

new study  

● More reliable and accurate than 

individual studies  

● Considered an evidenced-based 

resource  

 

● Very time-consuming  

● Can be difficult to combine studies 

Note. Adapted from Himmelfarb Health Sciences Library, 2019 
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Perhaps the most compelling rationale for using a qualitative synthesis design is that 

the assessment is considered research in itself (Maxey, 2020). Historically, one critique of 

educational research that is that it is unempirical and does not align with the experimental 

methods of the natural sciences (Hargreaves, 1996). One rebuttal to this criticism was to use 

systematic reviews of the evidence, like is done in the medical community. Bennet et al. (2005) 

provided several key reasons why systematic reviews are being regarded as a key element in 

educational research. The researchers stated that educators are becoming more attentive to 

policy-related decision-making being connected to evidence. Systematic reviews can yield 

such evidence. Second, they noted that there is motivation toward building nearby relations 

between research, policy, and practice. This synthesis can provide such educators a means to 

engage in literature and best practices that are regarded as evidence-based.  

 The approach of reviewing a specific problem or issue, as a systematic review does, is 

key to the goal of this dissertation study. There are various studies on student engagement and 

online education but no synthesis of them. After reviewing such reports, much of the findings 

surround both the tangible and intangible benefits of student engagement efforts in online 

courses. In essence, even with the noted challenges of implementation, researchers and 

educators agree that student engagement is critical for effective teaching and learning (Burke 

& Fedorek, 2017; Dixson, 2010). The current studies are the essential foundation of 

condensing the evidence into actionable comprehensions (Georgetown University, 2021). This 

orderly and inclusive review of literature produced a firm and grounded account of students’ 

perceptions of and experiences with engaging online coursework.   
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 Grant and Booth (2009) provided insight to the most common types of literature 

reviews. Their summary and the characterizations of a qualitative systematic review follows 

(Table 3.2).   

Table 3.2 

Characterizations of a Qualitative Systematic Review 

Label: Qualitative systematic review 

Description: Method for integrating or comparing the findings from qualitative studies. 
It looks for ‘themes’ or ‘constructs’ that lie in or across individual 
qualitative studies. 
 

Methods used: 

(SALSA) 

Search: 
May employ 
selective or 
purposive 
sampling 

Appraisal:  
Quality assessment 
typically used to 
mediate messages 
not for 
inclusion/exclusion 

Synthesis:  
Qualitative, 
narrative 
synthesis 

Analysis:  
Thematic 
analysis, may 
include 
conceptual 
models 

Note. Adapted from Grant & Booth, 2009, p. 94.  

Criteria for Inclusion of Studies 

This study reviewed empirical literature on student engagement practices, perceptions, 

and issues within the field of higher education and online education. Key words student 

engagement and online were used to initiate the search for relevant literature. The following 

criteria were used to identify the most appropriate research reports for this qualitative 

synthesis.  

1. I included articles that were published in peer-reviewed journals. Peer-reviewed 

articles ensured that this systematic review does not include biased, improper, or unjustified 

findings. Furthermore, the inclusion of exclusively peer-reviewed data will advance credibility 

and trust from the educational research community.   

2. I included peer-reviewed articles that were categorized as a “research report” 

publication type.  
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3. I included peer-reviewed articles that used a qualitative or mixed-methods approach 

to identify and report findings on a particular scientific observation.  

4. I included peer-reviewed articles with the key descriptors of learner engagement and 

student attitudes. Limiting research to learner engagement aided in sifting out reports that 

viewed student engagement from a student-life lens (e.g., student-run organizations). 

Furthermore, including articles described as addressing students’ attitudes produced more 

appropriate articles that directly aligned with the research questions.  

5. I included peer-reviewed articles located in the Education Resources Information 

Center (ERIC) database. The ERIC database, sponsored by the U.S. Department of Education, 

was ideal as it is a digital library exclusively for education research.  

6. I included peer-reviewed articles that were published between 2016 and 2020. While 

there has been an enormous growth in both emphasis and enrollment with online education 

over the past 10 years (Allen & Seaman, 2015), restricting the research to the past 5 years 

yielded reports that more closely mimic today’s online learning environment. These criteria 

helped ensure that this report is relatable and relevant to current online education stakeholders.  

7. I included peer-reviewed articles categorized by education level as “higher 

education.” Historically, a search of online education returned primarily higher education 

reports. However, with COVID-19 forcing virtually all K-12 students to transition to online 

learning at one point or another, there has been a need for similar research in the secondary and 

primary education field (Dhawan, 2020). With that, the higher education limitation warranted 

only reports pertinent to this study, and to future higher education studies that this study may 

influence.  

I excluded articles as follows. 
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1. Published out of the time frame. 

2. Opinion pieces, essays, descriptive works.  

3. Quantitative articles.  

4. Dissertations, magazine articles.  

These limitations created a substantial and workable quantity of relevant publications to better 

examine and understand the research questions.  

 The Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) 

statement method was used to extract relevant and appropriate literature for this study. Moher 

et al. (2009) developed the PRISMA statement, which consists of a 27-item checklist and four-

phase flow chart to help researchers advance the writing of systematic reviews. Having a 

protocol for conducting and reporting systematic reviews is especially crucial as they allow 

researchers to plan and thus identify prospective problems, document the plan prior to the 

study and judge its validity, prevent subjective analysis regarding inclusion and exclusion of 

data, and lessen duplication (Shamseer et al., 2015). The PRISMA flow chart (Figure 3.1) was 

especially useful for this study. The diagram depicts the flow of inclusion and extraction 

through four phases: identification, screening, eligibility, and included. Moher et al.’s template 

is very linear in design. Because of this, and in order to further detail the inclusion and 

extraction process of this study, several steps were included outside of the provided template.   
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Figure 3.1 

PRISMA Flow Chart 

 
 

Note. Adapted from Moher et al., 2009, p. 3. 
 

Data Extraction and Analysis 

 The extracted reports were reviewed and classified in digital folders according to 

findings. Some of the reports contained overlapping themes and were documented accordingly. 

The grounded theory method guided data extraction and analysis. Patton (1980) defined 

grounded theory as “the patterns, themes, and categories of analysis that come from the data; 
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they emerge out of the data rather than being imposed on them prior to data collection and 

analysis” (p. 306). One key goal of grounded theory is to explain to some degree how the 

society “works” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). To better understand how the research aligns with 

the research questions of this study, the constant comparative method, used to develop 

grounded theory, was especially supportive. Qualitative researchers and sociologists, Glaser 

and Strauss (1967), developed the constant comparative method as a preparatory data coding 

process used for sorting and likening qualitative data for exploration purposes. The Qualitative 

Research Guidelines Project, developed by Cohen and Crabtree (2006), reviewed Glaser and 

Strauss’ constant comparative method (1967, pp. 28-52) and provided a partial summary of 

what the process involves (Figure 3.2). 

Figure 3.2 

Constant Comparative Process 

Note. Adapted from Cohen & Crabtree, 2006, “Qualitative Research Guidelines Project.”  
 
 
By nature, a qualitative synthesis aligns with the goals of the constant comparative 

process. The common dominator of all processes and/or methods is a synthesis. Grounded 

theory is a synthesis of evidence that results in an empirical model (Strauss, 1987). By the 

same token, a qualitative systematic review compiles related literature, while searching for 

evidence to align with predetermined research questions—thus prompting a similar empirical 

model. As previously mentioned, a systematic review or synthesis is considered to be 

  
Identifying a 

phenomenon, object, 
event or setting of 

interest 
   

Identifying a few local 
concepts, principles, 
structural or process 

features of the 
experience or 

phenomenon of interest 

   

Making decisions 
regarding initial 

collection of data based 
one's initial 

understanding of the 
phenomenon.  
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substantive research by definition (Maxey, 2020). The constant comparative method serves as 

a means to code data within grounded theory research. Strauss and Corbin (1990) provided the 

following adjustable strategies for coding via the constant comparative method:  

1. Open coding. "The process of breaking down, examining, comparing, 
conceptualizing, and categorizing data" (p. 61). 
 
2. Axial coding. "A set of procedures whereby data are put back together in new ways 
after open coding, by making connections between categories. This is done by utilizing 
a coding paradigm involving conditions, context, action/interactional strategies and 
consequences" (p. 96). 
 
3. Selective coding. "The process of selecting the core category, systematically relating 
it to other categories, validating those relationships, and filling in categories that need 
further refinement and development" (p. 116) 
 

The researchers went on to suggest continuing these strategies until a theoretical interpretation 

of the content has appeared. The goal of this qualitative synthesis was to identify a widely 

perceived definition and perception of student engagement in online courses. By implementing 

constant comparative coding, online student engagement insights arose from the data, thus 

achieving the goal of the report.  

Trustworthiness 

Qualitative research is often criticized for the inability to ensure reliability and validity 

(Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2006). Therefore, it is especially critical for qualitative researchers to 

make certain that their studies are free of bias (Golafshani, 2003). To achieve this, the only 

studies included in this qualitative synthesis were research reports from peer-reviewed 

journals. Kelly et al. (2014) defined peer review as a “process of subjecting an author’s 

scholarly work, research or ideas to the scrutiny of others who are experts in the same field” (p. 

227). The peer review process is largely supported by academics as a way to advance scientific 

communication and control the quality of scientific studies (Ware, 2008). Understanding the 
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value of peer review, this study will be submitted to the Quarterly Review of Distance 

Education for publication. The Quarterly Review of Distance Education is a peer-reviewed 

journal that “publishes articles that utilize various methodologies that permit generalizable 

results which help guide the practice of the field of distance education in the public and private 

sectors.” Synthesizing peer reviewed articles, paired with a peer review submission for 

publication, helps ensure the validity of this study.  

Delimitations 

By nature of the study, this qualitative synthesis does include several delimitations. To 

ensure that the examined research both aligned with the research questions and was applicable 

for current practitioners and future researchers, the extracted studies were narrowed to the past 

5 years. This restriction may have arguably excluded research that supplemented the missing 

links in the examined reports. However, this restriction heightened the credibility and 

relatability of the study by focusing on past reports that are more closely aligned with today’s 

online learning environment. A second delimitation was conducting a qualitative synthesis 

instead of a more general systematic review. By discarding articles that did not include 

qualitative findings, this study excluded a significant portion of current literature. This 

constraint was necessary as this review sought to answer what student engagement is and what 

students found engaging in online courses, as opposed to why and how. Qualitative studies, 

characteristically, address such questions, a core benefit of qualitative research being able to 

reveal a deeper understanding of the participant (Mariampolski, 2001). These delimitations 

were necessary and resulted in richer and more applicable findings, implications, and 

suggestions for future research.  
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Limitations 

Several limitations of this study should also be considered. One limitation was the lack 

of commonality regarding what student engagement is, and is not, in online learning. The few 

times that the term was defined, it was rarely consistent across the studies. In order to study 

student engagement, we must know what exactly what we are studying. While the synthesis 

did summarize the findings of online engagement, a shared foundation of what engagement is, 

and is not, was missing from the examined studies. Additionally, this synthesis documented the 

lack of prior reports directly asking students their opinions of student engagement, specifically, 

in online courses. This was a limitation as much of the reviewed data included indirect 

evidence to draw a conclusion to students’ level of satisfaction. Recognizing such limitations 

both enhances the transparency of this study and provides several opportunities and 

considerations for future online student engagement research.  

Findings 

Forty-three articles from 30 unique journals (Appendix B) were collected and analyzed 

for this study. The reviewed reports used either qualitative or mixed-methods for data 

collection, but mixed-methods was by far the most popular method (72%). To ensure that the 

data in this study were truly representative of a qualitative synthesis, each article was examined 

to validate that student experiences were documented through qualitative means. Of the 30 

journals, the three most popular were Online Learning (six; 13.9%), International Review of 

Research in Open and Distributed Learning (four; 9.3%), and Distance Education (three; 

6.9%). The three peer-reviewed journals are geared toward research in and the advancement of 

online and distance education.  
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 Several themes were found within the research reports. Prior to coding, the creation of a 

research matrix was needed to document each article’s authors, methodology, findings in 

accordance to this study’s research questions, types of student engagements (Reeve & Tseng, 

2011), and publication. Furthermore, during constant comparison coding, a number of themes 

were discovered. The following groupings were produced during these two stages:  

● Definition and description of student engagement 

● Types of student engagement surveyed 

● Tools for student engagement 

● Course features of student engagement 

● The faculty and students’ unique roles in student engagement 

● Satisfaction and dissatisfaction with student engagement  

Definition and Description of Student Engagement 

 One of the research questions of this study sought to identify a widely used or accepted 

definition of student engagement. Currently, there is little agreement on an actual definition 

and competent measurement of student engagement (Sinatra et al., 2015). Consequently, the 

lack of cohesiveness in the extracted reports has made it difficult to know what student 

engagement is and how to best plan for it. The articles examined in this study provided a sound 

foundation for exploring this question. This synthesis took into account the lack of consistency 

regarding the definition and features of engagement. However, given the known discrepancy, it 

was surprising to find that 32 (74.4%) of the articles did not explicitly define or describe 

student engagement. Of the remaining 11 articles, and perhaps even more surprisingly, no 2 

articles provided the same definition (Table 3.3). This finding further highlights the 

problematic notion of either a non-existent definition or an inconsistent citation of student 

engagement.  
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Table 3.3 

Definitions and Descriptions of Student Engagement 

Author and year Definition or description of student engagement 

Athens, W. (2018) Student engagement represents both the time and energy students 
invest in educationally purposeful activities and the effort institutions 
devote to using effective educational practices (Kuh, 2008). 
 

Bigatel, P., & Edel-
Malizia, S. (2018) 

The engagement premise is straightforward and easily understood: 
the more students study a subject, the more they know about it, and 
the more students practice and get feedback from faculty and staff 
members on their writing and collaborative problem solving, the 
deeper they come to understand what they are learning (Kuh, 2009, p. 
5). 
 

Blakey, C. H., & 
Major, C. H. (2019) 

Student engagement in general is students’ willingness and desire to 
contribute and be successful in a learning process that leads them to 
higher-level thinking and long-term understanding. 
 

Deschaine, M. E., & 
Whale, D. E. (2017) 

For the purposes of this article, we have used the Greater Schools 
Partnership (n. d.) definition of student engagement: “Student 
engagement refers to the degree of attention, curiosity, interest, 
optimism and passion that students show when they are learning or 
being taught, which extends to the level of motivation they have to 
learn and progress in their education” (para.1).  
 

Garas-York, K. (2020) This study adhered to Everett’s (2015) definition of student 
engagement which is “the intention of the student to participate in a 
learning activity” (p. 69).  
 

Haught, P. A. et al. 
(2017) 

Carini, Kuh, and Klein (2006) noted that “Student engagement is 
generally considered to be among the better predictors of learning 
and personal development. The premise is deceptively simple, 
perhaps self-evident: The more students study or practice a subject, 
the more they tend to learn about it” (p. 2). 
 

Hew, K. F. et al. 
(2018) 

Student engagement may take many forms, such as attending classes, 
asking questions, and/or expressing enjoyment towards the course 
activities or instructors (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2014).  
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Table 3.3 (con’t) 
Author and year Definition or description of student engagement 

Kahn, P. et al. (2017) The term ‘student engagement’ refers in general terms to the effort 
and commitment that students give to their learning (Krause and 
Coates 2008), although NSSE specifically considers ways in which 
active and collaborative learning, the level of academic challenge, 
interaction between students and faculty, and a supportive campus 
environment all influence such engagement.  
 

Purinton, E. F., & 
Burke, M. M. (2020) 

Student engagement “typically refers to the amount, type, and 
intensity of investment students make in their educational 
experiences” (Jennings & Angelo, 2006, p. 6).  
 

Rook, L. L. (2019) I view student engagement from a holistic perspective and provide 
evidence for this through my reflections on my teaching practices 
using guided questions and tasks which draw together all dimensions 
including my perceived impact on their engagement and the interplay 
of socio cultural elements including academic culture (Kahu, 2013). 
 

Thompson, V. L., & 
McDowell, Y. L. 
(2019)  

Engagement can be defined as evidence of students actively 
participating in a course, expressing interest and willingness to 
explore, and practicing concepts in order to attain quality learning. 
 

 

The above definitions were put into a word cloud generator to provide a visual representation 

of the commonalties within the descriptions (Figure 3.3). The phrase “student engagement,” 

similar variations of student engagement, and the most common words in the English language 

(the, be, to, etc.) were excluded from the analysis.  
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Figure 3.3 

Word Cloud – 50 Most Frequent Words in Extracted Definitions  

  

The word, or variations of the word, learn was the most frequent word in the 

definitions. The next most frequent word, or variation of a word, was act. Regarding the Reeve 

and Tseng’s four domains of engagement, variations of behavior were mentioned the most: 

behavior (3) and behavioral (2). Emotional was mentioned twice, and cognitive and agentic 

were not in the definitions. Based on this analysis, student engagement is largely viewed as 

active and behavioral in nature. Furthermore, this analysis shows an emphasis on learning. 

Meaning, if learning is not taking place, then engagement is likely not occurring (Figure 3.4). 
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Figure 3.4 

Frequency of Act and Learn Variations 

 
Note. Definitions from Oxford Online Dictionary (2021). 

 

While there was not a stable recognition of student engagement in the reviewed articles, 12 

reports mentioned George D. Kuh’s research (27.9%). Furthermore, of the 11 articles that did 

provide an overt definition or explanation of student engagement, 3 articles (27.2%) cited 

Kuh’s research. Kuh has an abundance of experience in higher education as a faculty member 

and administrator, and also is the Founding Director, Senior Scholar, and Co-principal 

Investigator at the National Institute for Learning Outcomes Assessments (AACU.org). 

Furthermore, he is the founder of the highly acclaimed National Survey of Student 

Engagement (NSSE). He has written comprehensively on student engagement, assessment 

policies and practices, and campus cultures. Within this study, the following of Kuh’s concepts 

of student engagement were cited:  

● “Student engagement represents both the time and energy students invest in 
educationally purposeful activities and the effort institutions devote to using effective 
educational practices” (Kuh et. al, 2008, p. 542) 
 

● “The engagement premise is straightforward and easily understood: the more students 
study a subject, the more they know about it, and the more students practice and get 
feedback from faculty and staff members on their writing and collaborative problem 
solving, the deeper they come to understand what they are learning” (Kuh, 2009, p. 5). 

Learn
• "gain or acquire knowledge of 

or skill in (something) by study, 
experience, or being taught"
• Learn (11)
• Learning (9)

Act
• "take action; do something"

• Active (3)
• Actively (2)
• Activity (2)
• Activities (2)
• Interaction (2)
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Collectively, these characterizations describe student engagement as cooperative effort 

between students and their respective instructors and institutions. Additionally, as Kuh 

described, this collaboration is behavioral in nature. Behavioral engagement is commonly 

described as an apparent or measurable act of students being involved in their learning 

(Fredricks et al., 2004). Also, behavioral engagement is often linked with students’ 

contribution in academic undertakings and efforts to accomplish academic tasks (Suarez-

Orozco et al., 2009). While behavioral engagement is central to understanding and measuring 

elements of the classroom, both online and face-to-face, it is not the exclusive aspect of student 

engagement. In addition to behavioral, engagement is also widely viewed as emotional and 

cognitive (Fredricks et al., 2004). In the past decade, researchers Reeves and Tseng (2011) 

proposed adding agentic to the traditional three-component view of engagement (behavioral, 

emotional, and cognitive). They view agentic engagement as “students’ constructive 

contribution into the flow of the instruction that they receive” (p. 258). This observation guided 

the investigation into the findings to see if they aligned with the frequent notion that student 

engagement is behavioral.  

Aspects of Student Engagement  

 Reeve and Tseng published “Agency as a Fourth Aspect of Students’ Engagement 

During Learning Activities” in Contemporary Educational Psychology in 2011. In this study, 

the researchers surveyed students about their classroom motivation and the four theorized 

features of student engagement. Their findings showed that while the customary three-

component model of student engagement (behavioral, emotional, and cognitive) was 

commonly recognized, students being agents of their engagement (agentic engagement) was 

also a distinct construct. The researchers’ descriptions of the four aspects of engagement 
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served as the foundation for analyzing the various angles of student engagement. A recurrent 

theme in the included studies is that student engagement is often not explicitly defined, and 

when it is, the descriptions regularly designate engagement being behavioral. Interestingly, 

when all of the articles’ findings were reexamined in this synthesis, all four of Reeve and 

Tseng’s components of student engagement (behavioral, emotional, cognitive, and agentic) 

were present, despite behavioral engagement being the primary domain in the studies.  

 Comparable to a majority of the studies describing student engagement as behavioral, 

most reports (34; 80.9%) identified behavioral engagement in their findings. More than half 

(23; 54.7%) of the reviewed studies discussed components of cognitive engagement. The 

fewest indications in the findings were of emotional engagement (7; 16.6%) and agentic 

engagement (3; 7.1%). Agentic engagement being represented in less than 10% of the 

reviewed studies aligns with Reeve and Tseng’s previous view that agentic constructs are not 

investigated or reported in most student engagement developments. Almost 60% of the articles 

reviewed acknowledged more than one type of engagement (Appendix C). However, only 

three articles (7.1%) depicted all four aspects of student engagement in their findings. 

Collectively, these findings showed that while various traits of online engagement are being 

discussed and discovered, a lack of consensus among researchers remains evident.    

Tools and Techniques for Student Engagement 

 One core challenge of online learning is identifying tools and techniques that are not 

only user-friendly, accessible, and convenient, but that are also equitable to the learning 

experience in a traditional classroom (Gillet-Swan, 2017). Orlando and Attard (2015) stated 

that “teaching with technology is not a one size fits all approach as it depends on the types of 

technology in use at the time and also the curriculum content being taught” (p. 119). Perhaps 
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unsurprisingly then, all of the included studies addressed tools and techniques for learner 

engagement in online courses. Various methods and approaches were discussed among the 

studies, but this synthesis found that activities for peer interaction and course videos were the 

most frequently stated.  

Activities for Peer Interaction  

Students overwhelmingly discussed opportunities and activities that foster peer 

interaction, often in the form of online discussions, as instruments for engagement (Table 3.4). 

One of the most common methods of achieving this interaction is the use of online discussion 

boards. Discussion boards can help foster many desirable learner engagement and learning 

results in online courses (Athens, 2018). These benefits can include increased understanding of 

the course concepts (Athens, 2018; Gonzalez & Moore, 2020), display of multiple viewpoints 

(Athens, 2018; Garas-York, 2020), opportunity for peer feedback (Athens, 2018), source of 

motivation (Athens, 2018; Gay & Betts, 2020), means for a sense of community (Bigatel & 

Edel-Malizia, 2018; Howard et al., 2017; Kahn et al., 2017; Peacock et al., 2020), and an 

equitable method for the instructor to participate with peer-to-peer interaction (Athens, 2018; 

Ouyang et al., 2020). Similarly, personal course blogs accessible to other students were 

mentioned as engaging as they allowed students to organize their thoughts and see if they 

aligned with, or were different from, their peers (Deschaine & Whale, 2017; Stone & Springer, 

2019). Accompanying the praise of these interactive discussions were several distresses. At 

times, some students viewed interactive or collaborative activities as a means of to earn a grade 

instead of an organic interaction. Stott (2016) called attention to this opinion in his study of 

student post-course assessments in both traditional and online courses. He stated the following: 

“Engagement in the discussion board was very low despite the use of controversial topics 
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intended to stimulate debate,” and suggested that engagement is driven by compliance (p. 60). 

He and other researchers (Rook, 2019) noted that these types of activities can at times be 

perceived as “busy work” or difficult to achieve given the work and personal demands that 

many nontraditional online students have. It appears that these tools, if intentionally designed 

with learning objectives and the students in mind, can be used as an effective tool for learning 

and engagement.  

Table 3.4 

Participant Quotes Supporting Activities for Peer Interaction 

Author and year Participant quotes 
 

Athens, 2018 “I learn and discuss with others, which is conducive to my 
success.” p. 42 
 
“The interaction with the students in the discussion boards 
influences by success because it sometimes gives me a better 
understanding of the reading material in another student’s words.” 
p. 42 
 

Johnson et al., 2017 “[The discussion area] is for collaboration. It is easy to see what 
[others] are doing, sharing ideas, resources they use. It is easy to 
share information.” p. 47 
 

Ouyang et al., 2020 “replying to my classmates’ comments . . . receiving responses for 
my questions . . . reading responses from other students . . . are 
important approaches to inspire my learning.” p. 273 
 
“I read what other students posted, such as sharing of articles, 
which I may not have read before . . . this deepened my thinking 
and enriched my views.” p. 273 
 

Peacock et al., 2020 “The encouragement to share information about ourselves and our 
histories made me feel a sense of belonging and connectedness 
with other students” p. 25 
 
“Through the discussion boards I get to know my peers and 
therefore feel a sense of belonging.” p. 25 
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Online Videos and Webinars  

Course videos and webinars often replace the traditional in-class teacher presence and 

are used as a method for content delivery. While webinars and course videos were often used 

interchangeably in the reports, by definition, course videos are, more so, lectures delivered 

asynchronously, while webinars are often live and interactive. Students report that media, 

especially videos and webinars, are central to their engagement and success in a course (Ahn & 

Bir, 2008; Choe et al., 2019; Hew et al., 2018; Howard et al., 2017). These types of technology 

were also helpful in simplifying complex concepts and unpacking the course content (Choe, 

2019; Toro-Troconis et al., 2019). The recent studies revealed that interactive videos, 

specifically, were viewed positively as they frequently provide a means to interact with the 

course content, connect with peers and the instructor, and facilitate students’ focus (Papadima-

Sophocleous & Giannikas, 2019; Shelton et al., 2016). A study by Choe et al. (2019) put forth 

the idea that these types of course tools must be designed with the intent of engaging students 

to be viewed as satisfactory. Specifically, they wrote that video formats “described as personal 

and engaging and provided affective responses were highly rated,” versus those described as 

impersonal and unfamiliar (p. 1). Several researchers have noted that while these tools have 

been labeled positively, several essential elements must be present. For example, many 

students indicated that while online videos can help abridge complex material, videos that were 

too lengthy often deterred their engagement (Isaias et al., 2017; McGuiness & Fulton, 2019). 

Isaias et al. (2017) expressed the view that videos, roughly 3 minutes on average, were the 

most appropriate and received the best feedback from students. One key task for faculty is not 

only to create the effective tools, course videos and webinars, for learning in the online space, 
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but to also ensure the content and delivery is geared towards facilitating student motivation and 

engagement.  

Course Features of Student Engagement 

 A number of studies revealed several course features that students believe either 

support or hinder student engagement in online courses. As mentioned earlier in this study, 

students found several tools and techniques, such as course discussions and course videos, to 

support engagement in online courses. However, it was important to dig deeper and identify 

the actual attributes of such strategies that are engaging for online students. This further 

examination showed that students particularly enjoy online classes that promote interactivity 

and learning communities and are applicable to their respective professions.  

Interactivity and Learning Communities 

 When students cite that learning strategies and activities are engaging, they often 

describe course elements that provide opportunities for peer-to-peer, student-to-instructor, and 

student-to-content interactions (Blakey & Major, 2019). Many students recognized that 

interactivity is a key driver of positive learning outcomes, learner satisfaction, and higher 

levels of engagement (Charbonneau-Gowdy, 2018; Shelton et al., 2016; Thistoll & Yates, 

2016). One student wrote that interactivity in a course can create “endless opportunities” 

(Squires, 2018, p. 23). Several participants in Lohmann et al.’s study (2018) described how 

connecting with their professor and classmates positively impacted online engagement: 

“Because of the human connection I felt valued and wanted to do my best in the course” (p. 

10). 

There was also a clear connection between interactivity and the courses’ tools and 

techniques. Shelton et al. (2016) conducted a study on digital storytelling videos in a hybrid 
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course. They concluded that students found these interactive, student-to-content, videos 

“facilitated engagement, scaffolded their learning, and supported learning gains” (p. 472). 

Other report from Athens (2018) drew a parallel between peer discussions, particularly replies 

and feedback, and increased understanding. She found that the rapport gained from perspective 

sharing supports students in their motivation to not only acquire the content but succeed in the 

course. The extracted studies reinforced the idea that students should not be bystanders to their 

learning. When online courses provide multiple opportunities and angles for interaction, 

meaningful occasions for engagement are presented.  

 Often, the result of frequent interaction among online peers and instructors can create 

an environment commonly known as learning communities. While units among learners may 

form organically, learning communities must be intentionally designed and supported (Ouyang 

& Scharber, 2017). Ludwig-Hardman (2003) defined learning communities as “groups of 

people, connected via technology-mediated communication, who actively engage one another 

in collaborative, learner-centered activities to intentionally foster the creation of knowledge, 

while sharing a number of values and practices” (p. IV). While learning communities can be 

viewed as a strategy or a tool, several studies also describe them as requisites for peer 

engagement in the online course (Bigatel & Edel-Malizia, 2018; Ouyang et al., 2020).  

Students mostly enjoyed the transfer of knowledge, expertise, and perception with others 

(Athens, 2018). A student in Johnson et al.’s (2017) study confirmed the importance of “group 

learning” in a public forum:  

It has given me the opportunity to record my thoughts, while hearing feedback from 
peers and instructors. I was also able to focus my thoughts on pertinent areas of 
education through reviewing and responding to the weekly topics . . . The sense of 
freedom of expression in the online community is nice, as is the ability to think through 
responses and anecdotes prior to comment. (p. 47) 
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While the perception of this atmosphere was mostly positive, some students did not share the 

same affirmative discernment. Athens (2018) found that some students noted that this type of 

interaction “did nothing to influence their success” or that “they are the only ones that 

influences their success” (p. 43). Overall, engagement and learning communities are frequently 

associated, thus displaying the significance of social paradigms in the online setting.  

Professional Development and Application 

 According to a majority of the appraised studies on student engagement, courses which 

embed applicable industry-related material and activities are viewed as desirable among 

students. A majority of online learners are categorized as non-traditional learners. While 

definitions vary, they mostly state that these learners are not the typical 18- to 23-year-old 

learners who attended college immediately upon graduating high school or began a graduate 

program directly after completing their undergraduate degree. One report found that most 

online college students, 51% of undergraduate students and 70% of graduate students, work 

full-time (Clinefelter et al., 2019). Knowing those statistics, it was not surprising that a number 

of the included reports have shown that content that is more applicable to the current or future 

careers of adult learners greatly enriches chances for engagement (Deschaine & Whale, 2017). 

Hew et al. (2018) advanced this idea by suggesting that new content or learning reinforcements 

should be presented as applicable to “real-life” practices over a simple transmission of 

information. Work-integrated learning is not only a means to engagement but also can foster 

practice necessary to succeed in the workplace (Gay & Betts, 2020; Kahn et al., 2017). Gay 

and Betts (2020) called attention to the idea that collaboration skills are both crucial to 

academic success and to today’s workforce. Similarly, Kahn et al. (2017) highlighted while 

students valued the overlap between industry and course content, they particularly appreciated 
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the opportunity to discuss their assignments and discussion posts prior to submitting. Lohmann 

et al.’s (2018) study was unique in that the case study was a college class of future special 

education teachers. The students not only found the engaging strategies from their professor 

enjoyable, but they also expressed how being recipients of such strategies will have a positive 

impact on their careers. Some students wrote 

• “I feel that she is the kind of instructor that I want to be, getting my students involved 
at any level possible.” (p. 13) 
 

• “Her commitment to her students is exceptional and I would like to show my 
commitment to my students similarly.” (p. 13) 
 

• “Seeing a professor take those extra steps to connect with students sets a great example 
for how possible it is for us to go above and beyond for our students.” (p. 13) 
 

Collectively, these included reports revealed that embedding content related to the industry 

provides both mutually beneficial opportunities for collaboration, as well as a higher 

satisfaction rate when students review their return-on-investment.  

The Faculty and Students’ Unique Roles in Student Engagement 

 This qualitative synthesis sought to discover student perceptions of and experiences 

with student engagement in online courses. Those insights and familiarities were the focal 

points of the study, but the role of the instructor has also been an important indicator of student 

engagement in online courses. In addition to this, much of the included research suggested 

there is some relationship and collaboration between student effort, instructor support, and 

student engagement in online course (Athens, 2018; Bigatel & Edel-Malizia, 2018; 

Charbonneau-Gowdy, 2018; Peacock et al., 2020). Students have identified areas of 

accountability for student engagement, as well as addressing what they need from faculty.  
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Role of the Student 

 Students view self-efficacy as a key driver and key challenge of engagement (Blakey & 

Major, 2019; Isaias et al., 2017; Ng, 2018; Papadima-Sophocleous & Giannikas, 2019). Self-

efficacy, in students, refers to their belief in their ability to execute behaviors needed to yield 

particular academic achievements (Bandura, 1997). Reeve and Tseng (2011) categorized self-

efficacy as a domain of agentic engagement—a student’s constructive motivation and 

contribution to the learning process. On the other hand, self-efficacy can also align with 

emotional engagement given that a core tenet of emotional engagement includes motivation—a 

task-facilitating emotion. Ng (2018) found that the most engaged online learners used more 

self-monitoring, effort management, and help-seeking strategies to balance their learning 

development. Students and faculty understand that presence of self-efficacy is a requisite for 

success. However, attaining and maintaining belief in oneself can be challenging to achieve, 

and for faculty, challenging to create buy-in (Muir et al., 2019; Stott, 2016).  

 A fundamental precept to self-efficacy is motivation. Online learners cite their 

motivation as both a means and hindrance to engagement (Thistoll & Yates, 2016). A basic 

assumption throughout the examined articles is that motivation is necessary for engagement. 

Student motivation is both students’ desire to participate in the education process, as well as 

the goals that underlie their involvement with or dissociation from learning activities 

(Lumsden, 1994). Regarding the role of the student, research findings documented several 

goals or returns that support motivation. For example, Ng (2018) examined learner motivation 

and found that all interviewees were motivated to prepare for exams in hopes of earning good 

results. Specifically, two students in Ng’s (2018) study said that positive exams scores made 

them “feel capable” and “on track” (p. 399). Similarly, course offerings that included 
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interactivity (Murphy et al., 2020) and opportunities for critical thinking (Chen, 2016) 

enhanced student drive. Truhlar et al.’s (2018) findings revealed a connection between student 

motivation and student agency. They found that when students are given opportunities to be 

agents of their own learning, they in turn are better problem solvers and report more positive 

online experiences.  

Even with such activities and features embedded in online learning, motivation is 

different for each learner and can deemphasize student engagement. Stott (2016) gave credence 

to students being motivated the most by course compliance. One student wrote: “I have hardly 

done any work besdies (sic) the bare minimum required for this course” (Stott, 2016. p. 56). In 

essence, he found that some students were driven to do just enough to complete the course, 

despite collaborative efforts from the faculty. Accumulated research also indicated that 

students’ work-life balance is one of the most widely mentioned deterrents of motivation. Muir 

et al. identified work-life commitments as core influences on both engagement and motivation. 

Ng (2018) also highlighted that many online students put their constant work pressure and 

employer expectations ahead of their academic endeavors. One student in Ng’s (2018) study 

said that while pressure to succeed from his boss was somewhat daunting, he “was proud” to 

share his good scores (p. 399). Several studies indicated that the performance of the instructor 

would either enhance or deteriorate student motivation (Athens, 2018; Buelow et al., 2018; 

Peacock et al., 2020; Thistoll & Yates, 2016). One student described the role of the instructor 

as “‘the glue’ that created an overall sense of belonging” (Peacock et al., 2020, p. 25). 

Knowing that motivation plays a key part in the role of the student, it is crucial to identify 

areas that are both supportive and obstacles.  
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Role of the Instructor 

 The reviewed research placed emphasis on both the role of the student and the role of 

the instructor regarding engagement. However, a significantly higher proportion of the studies 

on engagement explored the aspect of teacher presence. Anderson et al. (2001) defined teacher 

presence as “the design, facilitation, and direction of cognitive and social processes for the 

purpose of realizing personally meaningful and educationally worthwhile learning outcomes” 

(p. 5). Stone and Springer’s (2019) study found that strong teacher presence was the most often 

mentioned factor of student engagement from their participants. Collectively, the research 

indicated the following to be the most important tenets of teacher presence according to 

students. 

Clear and Consistent Feedback. Students not only valued instructor feedback, but 

they especially valued when such responses were timely, consistent, and detailed (Athens, 

2018; Chen, 2016; Gonzales & Moore, 2020; Hew et al., 2018; Howard et al., 2017; Muir et 

al., 2019; Sullivan, 2016). One student noted that “built in feedback for online quizzes [was] 

great” and particularly useful (Sullivan, 2016, p. 204). Gonzales and Moore (2020) found that 

some students not only wanted feedback, but they wanted to receive in a timely manner.  

Flexibility. Many students appreciate the flexibility that online learning provides 

(Deschaine & Whale, 2017; Isaias et al., 2017). The lack of flexibility in a course is often 

perceived as instructors failing to consider the demands of their students, often resulting in 

lower student engagement (Buelow et al., 2018; Deschaine & Whale, 2017; Toro-Troconis et 

al., 2019). Buelow et al. (2018) sent texts to students to assess their attitudes and support needs 

throughout an online course. One student, who was categorized as “pressured and disengaged,” 
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replied that he needed faculty to “be understanding” as he had “a lot of pressures” and may 

“fall a bit behind” (p. 9).  

Personality. Online students appreciate instructors who are enthusiastic about the 

course (Hew et al., 2018). Additionally, a positive personality from the instructor is cited as 

being both engaging and contagious (Muir et al, 2019; Stone & Springer, 2019). Hew et al. 

(2018) highlighted that an instructor’s humor and disposition could be a means of breaking up 

the monotony or the mundane aspects of the course. They also found that “the most frequently 

mentioned themes that students perceived as engaging were instructor attributes” (p. 84). One 

student wrote, “His [the instructor] enthusiasm is contagious, and it helped to motivate me to 

complete the quizzes” (Hew et al., 2018, p. 84). The students in Steele et al.’s study (2018) 

wanted to hear the professor’s voice serving as a means of connecting with them. One student 

wrote, “By hearing the voice of the instructor, I felt more connected to the classroom and the 

instructor” (Steele et al., 2018, p. 136).  

Continuous Communication. Similar to clear and consistent feedback, students value 

connection to and communication from the instructor (Mimirinis, 2019; Simon et al., 2020; 

Thompson & McDowell, 2019). Similar to timely feedback, students want frequent 

communication and timely replies. One student in Thompson and McDowell’s (2019) study 

described her positive feelings about the professor by saying, “My professor was extremely 

responsive, she responded within a matter of hours” (p. 127). Another student described the 

most effective communication as a “week-by-week breakdown” through their course’s LMS 

(Simon et al., 2020, p. 2423). 

One online student’s comment that instructors are “the glue that brings it together” 

sums up many of the reviewed studies (Peacock et al., 2020, p. 25). Bigatel and Edel-Malizia 
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(2020), using the Indicators of Engaged Online Learning report (Edel-Malizia & Brautigan, 

2014) as framework, further established the connection between the instructor and student 

engagement. Their qualitative data concluded that “students more often explained that they 

were engaged or not engaged in terms of what the instructor did” (p. 6). Hew et al. (2017) gave 

cognizance to affiliation between teacher presence and course videos by documenting the 

following student feedback:  

• “His [the instructor] enthusiasm is contagious, and it helped to motivate me to complete 
the quizzes.” (p. 84) 
 

• “Their geek sense of humor helped the classes be very interesting and enjoyable.”  

• “I also liked the added humor in the lectures to avoid the material from becoming dull.” 
(p. 85) 
 

Blakey and Major (2019) found that most students believe that engagement was a shared 

responsibility. However, while they described it as mutual, they recognized the instructor’s 

role as particularly critical. One student replied, 

Just as a student must take the initiative to learn, the teacher must take the initiative to 
teach (mutual responsibility). This sense of 50/50 can also be applied to student-student 
relationships, too. Any situation in which one side is exerting too much and the other is 
not receptive/contributing is doomed for inadequacy. (Blakey & Major, 2019, Findings 
section) 
 

Another student said that “an engaging professor draws students in” and it is the faculty’s 

responsibility to probe students to “engage and learn, even when they don't know they want to” 

(Blakey & Major, 2019, Findings section). Overall, study participants continually 

acknowledged the importance of their online instructors being a central figure in their learner 

engagement.  
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Satisfaction and Dissatisfaction With Student Engagement  

Recent investigations of student engagement continue to document both satisfactory 

and disappointing experiences with and opinions of engagement. Of the collective student 

experiences, there was an even distribution of both positive and negative perceptions of 

engagement in online learning. This synthesis did discover that while many articles reported 

varying opinions of engagement, very few studies directly asked students to describe their 

experiences with and opinion of online engagement. Instead, it was up to the reader to dissect 

the findings to identify these experiences. This qualitative systematic review dissected the 

findings to categorize the following familiarities and opinions of student engagement in online 

courses.  

Disappointment and Frustration 

 Much of the studies supports the idea that online learning can be challenging—

particularly regarding student engagement. One of Murphy et al.’s (2020) research questions 

was, “What can professors do to improve the delivery of their courses in a virtual classroom?” 

(p. 3). From their open-ended questions, they found that “classroom engagement” was the most 

mentioned theme amongst students. Buelow et al. (2018) and Charbonneau-Gowdy (2018) 

found that students believe online learning is subpar to traditional, face-to-face courses. 

Additionally, several students described a feeling of uncertainty (Buelow et al., 2018) and 

being overwhelmed (Muir et al., 2019) when participating in online learning. Muir et al. (2019) 

found that workload heavily impacted students’ consideration whether or not an online course 

was engaging. One of their respondents said during the 8th week of the 12-week semester, “I 

feel at this point in the semester I am no longer engaged. I am trying to get all my assessment 

tasks completed and engaging only enough to get the information I need to do this” (p. 276).  
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Of the adverse experiences, the two most mentioned included technical difficulties and 

the demanding workload. Deschaine and Whale (2017) found student engagement is often 

dependent on technology access, connectivity, and reliability. Knowing that, it was troubling to 

establish the connection between technology difficulties and dissatisfaction (Chen, 2016; 

Howard et al., 2017). Specific technology difficulties included poor video and audio quality, 

low wireless internet strength, inconvenient learning management system (LMS), and novice 

technological literacy (Chen, 2016; Deschaine & Whale, 2017; Howard et al., 2017; Thompson 

& McDowell, 2019). Interacting with new technology is often accompanied by a learning 

curve. One student described her LMS system as difficult and that she “need guidance from the 

instructor and (that platform) was not self-explanatory” (Chen, 2016, p. 198). Howard et al. 

(2017) asked students to discuss the impact of technology on their ability to participate in 

remote instructional activities. One student described a noise interference as especially 

distracting and said that virtual meetings “shouldn’t take place in an environment that is noisy” 

(p. 123). Several studies point out that the workload, according to students, is inequitable 

between online and traditional courses. One study found that more than 20% of students 

surveyed stated that they found online courses to be too demanding (Papadima-Sochocleous & 

Giannikas, 2019).  

Students described the workload as heavy and overwhelming, and because of this, 

many students faced challenges meeting deadlines (Gonzales & Moore, 2020; Papadima-

Sochocleous & Giannikas, 2019; Stott, 2016). One described the collective workload of the 

course and its impact on his effort: “I found that content of many of the articles and the 

theories presented very interesting but, faced with a heavy workload of 3 other subjects, I just 

knew I couldn’t spend as much time as I preferred” (Stott, 2016, p. 59). A repeated frustration 
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with the demands of the course was the mundane nature of many activities, assignments, and 

assessments (Howard et al., 2017; Isaias et al., 2017; Purinton & Burke, 2020). One study 

identified an opportunity to embed engaging elements in a course, as students get bored and 

discouraged repetitious model of work and assessment (Purinton & Burke, 2020). One student 

was excited to break away from this model as he described as “the monotonous sign up for 

course, do homework, take tests, and repeat” (Purinton & Burke, 2020, p. 39). Fortunately, 

these areas of dissatisfaction can be modified to meet the expectations of the students, support 

learning, and in turn promote online engagement.   

Satisfaction and Preference 

 Most students either reported positive experiences with online learning or did not 

specifically disclose areas of dissatisfaction. However, as previously mentioned, the problem 

with the studies lies in that many students were not directly asked. What is even more 

problematic is the lack of specification in the articles. Statements that supported positive 

experiences are very vague. Few studies did provide specifications that will aid in researchers 

better understand experiences of student engagement online. Sit and Brudzinski (2017) found 

that many online students report being more engaged in an e-course versus a traditional lecture 

setting. Additionally, their study participants reported that chances to contribute to the course 

were more common in an online course. Some studies (Purinton & Burke, 2020), more so than 

others, did provide specifications about students’ satisfaction with an online course. Purinton 

and Burke (2020) specifically asked students post-course open-ended questions which were all 

coded as “encouragement with the course.” In doing so, they were able to conclude, through 

qualitative data, that students were not only satisfied, but they were satisfied as a result of 

student engagement. However, no other reviewed study indicated the specifications of 
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satisfaction, related to student engagement. This discovery further highlights why this 

synthesis is crucial: research on student perceptions of engagement in online courses is often 

discussed, but rarely examined. The predominant themes and stages of exploration of this 

study follows (Table 3.5).   

Table 3.5 

Indication of Themes and Levels of Analysis 

Overarching themes Second analysis Third Analysis 

Definition and 
description of student 
engagement 
 

Differing definitions 
Lack of stated definition 
George Kuh’s (2008) view generally cited 

Interactive 
Learning 
Cooperation 
 

Aspects of student 
engagement 
 

Behavioral engagement is widely described 
Agentic engagement is the least chronicled 
Four domains of engagement rarely incorporated 
within one study 
 

Effort 
Attention 
Enthusiasm 

Tools for student 
engagement 
 

Activities for peer interaction 
Online videos and webinars 

Connection 
Application 
Reliability 
 

Course features of 
student engagement 
 

Interactivity and learning communities 
Professional development and application 

Relevant 
Collaboration 
 

The faculty and 
students’ unique roles 
in student engagement 
 

Self-efficacy and motivation as core 
competencies of students 
Teacher presence plays a central role with 
student engagement 
 

Support 
Communication 
Guidance 
Flexibility 

Satisfaction and 
dissatisfaction with 
student engagement 
 

Students are generally satisfied 
Lack of direct research regarding student 
experiences and opinions 
Workload and technical difficulties are sources 
of frustration 

 

Content 
Overwhelmed 
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Discussion 

Summary of Findings 

This qualitative synthesis of literature affirmed that features and experiences with 

student engagement in online courses vary widely. Some consistencies of familiarities and 

perceptions were evident, but the foundation of what student engagement is, and is not, was not 

universally present within the reviewed studies. At the conclusion of this qualitative synthesis, 

all three research questions were either answered or addressed.  

How do Online Students Perceive Student Engagement Based on Their Experiences in 
Online Courses? 
 
 The reviewed studies suggest that online students mostly report positive experiences of 

student engagement (Garas-York, 2020; Gay & Betts, 2020; Howard et al., 2017; Purinton & 

Burke, 2020). Students who expressed dissatisfaction often credited their experiences to heavy 

workloads (Gonzales & Moore, 2020; Papadima-Sophocleous & Giannikas, 2019; Stott, 2016) 

and technological interferences (Chen, 2016; Deschaine & Whale, 2017; Howard et al., 2017; 

Thompson & McDowell, 2019). These findings only provide a partial explanation to the first 

research question of this study. Upon review, most of the articles failed to directly ask students 

about their perception of engagement in online courses in relation to a face-to-face setting. 

While there is evidence of both positive and negatives experiences, the studies were not 

substantial or direct enough to provide an adequate explanation.  

Research Implication. Researchers must recognize that students are the main 

stakeholders of engagement efforts. When constructing a common view and model for student 

engagement, ascertaining the student perception and experience of engagement is especially 

crucial. 



 
 

83 

Practice Implication. Educators should align their online pedagogy and course design 

with the needs of their students at the forefront. In online learning, students are the main 

constituents. An online course is an experience for the key benefit of online learners. 

What Experiences and Features of Online Learning do Students Find Engaging?  

 Recent studies revealed several common course tools, techniques, and features that 

support online student engagement. Jointly, many students reported that activities for peer 

interaction (Athens, 2018; Bigatel & Edel-Malizia, 2018; Gonzales & Moore, 2020) and 

effective online videos and webinars (Ahn & Bir, 2008; Choe et al., 2019; Hew et al., 2018; 

Howard et al., 2017) are tools for engagement that support online learner needs and are 

equitable to the learning experience in the traditional learning environment. Course attributes 

that further support their engagement include interactivity and learning communities (Blakey 

& Major, 2019; Charbonneau-Gowdy, 2018; Shelton et al., 2016; Thistoll & Yates, 2016) and 

opportunities for professional development and application (Deschaine & Whale, 2017; Gay & 

Betts, 2020; Hew et al., 2018; Kahn et al., 2017). Students also understand their personal 

commitment and motivation to the learning process is critical for engagement (Blakey & 

Major, 2019; Isaias et al., 2017; Ng, 2018; Papadima-Sochocleous & Giannikas, 2019; Thistoll 

& Yates, 2016). Furthermore, instructor’s presence is especially needed and appreciated by 

online students (Stone & Springer, 2019). They especially need the instructor to be flexible and 

accommodating as many online students are non-traditional (Deschaine & Whale, 2017; Isaias 

et al., 2017). The recurrent themes among these findings are interactive and purposeful. 

Students tend to engage and favor opportunities to connect and find value in their peer, 

instructor, and content interactions.  
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Research Implication. Researchers should further explore online course strategies and 

features as they relate to the various domains of engagement: behavioral, cognitive, emotional, 

and agentic. While the reviewed studies collectively mentioned the four facets, future studies 

with such domains embedded in the research questions and methods will yield more diverse 

findings and more meaningful strategies for practitioners.  

Practice Implication. Educators must provide and encourage opportunities for 

engagement. Students desire opportunities to interact with their peers, their instructors, and the 

content. With that, educators should design online courses that are both practical to the learners 

and flexible given the nature of most online students.  

What is a Wildly Used or Accepted Definition of Student Engagement in the Literature? 

 Student engagement is often discussed as a vital component of online learning, 

however, a widely used understanding of what student engagement is and what it is not in 

lacking. Most of the research did not explicitly define what student engagement was, despite 

the concept being a core focus of the studies. George D. Kuh et al.’s (2008) view of student 

engagement being both an active investment cooperative between students, their peers, the 

instructor, and the course content was the most cited. Collectively, the findings also described 

all four of Reeve and Tseng’s (2011) domains of engagement: behavioral, cognitive, 

emotional, and agentic. Students mostly described elements and experiences of online 

engagement as on-task responsiveness and effort (behavioral). Of the four domains, only a 

small portion of students discussed self-efficacy (agentic) and a means of online engagement. 

The preexisting view that student engagement is important, yet loosely defined and understood, 

remains evident after this review. 
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Research Implication. Researchers should determine what student engagement is and 

what student engagement is not. This idea aligns with the types of research methods used to 

assess online student engagement. In order to delineate student engagement from the lens of 

those being engaged, the literature must go beyond statistical measures and quantifications. 

Practice Implication. Student engagement is often used as a core element of effective 

teaching and learning (Blakey & Major, 2019). To facilitate student engagement and intervene 

when necessary, educators must know what exactly what they are augmenting. In order to 

enhance, administer, and measure engagement, practitioners must be on the same page. 

Conclusion 

 This synthesis produced substantial indications that student engagement is both desired 

and needed by students in online courses. Overwhelmingly, the data included online 

experiences that support positive connection and interaction between the students and their 

peers, their professor, and the content. While the value of engaging experiences among online 

student recollections was evident, largely absent was a common understanding or presentation 

of what student engagement is and what it is not within the reviewed studies. This review 

concluded that student engagement is critical for effective teaching and learning in online 

education, and provided several actionable comprehensions relevant to educators, 

administrators, and policymakers.  

 

NOTE: This chapter has been previously published (Blakey & Major, 2019). Permission for its use in this 
dissertation has been granted by the second author (Appendix D). 
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CHAPTER IV 

 
STUDENT ENGAGEMENT IN THREE ONLINE MASTER’S PROGRAMS 

IN EDUCATIONAL LEADERSHIP 

Abstract 

Student engagement is repeatedly referenced as a key component of learning, 

motivation, and satisfaction in both traditional and online learning environments. Yet, prior 

studies have not examined multiple facets of engagement from the student lens. This case 

study aimed to understand attitudes toward engagement in distance education, as well as 

uncover which elements of their learning that they recognized as engaging. To do this, I 

interviewed students from two new online graduate programs in a single department within a 

college of education on their perceptions of and experiences with student engagement in their 

coursework. This case study revealed samples of the varying natures of student engagement: 

emotional, behavioral, cognitive, and agentic. This report also offers suggestions for 

researchers and educators on how they can advance engagement and better engage students in 

online education. 

Introduction 

 There has been a steady increase in online learning enrollment over the past 30 years 

(Bond et al., 2019). The most recent U.S. Department of Education’s National Center for 

Education Statistics (NCES) report found that there were 6.9 million students enrolled in at 

least one online course at postsecondary institutions in 2018. This figure represents nearly 35% 

of the 19.6 million students enrolled in degree-granting institutions that same year. The latest 



 
 

95 

data also shows that while online learning continues to grow, a 1.6% increase from the 

previous year, overall enrollments had declined. Graduate students represent 17% of the nearly 

7 million students who took an online course that year. Doug Lederman (2019), editor and co-

founder of Inside Higher Ed, examined the most recent NCES report and provided some 

further insight. He noticed that 40% of graduate students take at least one course online, while 

only 34% of 4-year and 2-year undergraduate students take online courses. He also said that 

while recent growth appears to be moderate, online education persists as the “main driver of 

growth” in higher education. Students are attracted to online courses for a number of reasons. 

Magda et al. (2020) led a study, “Online College Students 2020: Comprehensive Data on 

Demands and Preferences,” to examine more than 1,500 online learners’ perceptions, 

behaviors, and experiences with online education. They found that the top five considerations 

for students when analyzing a prospective online program are affordability (51%), reputation 

(36%), academic credit for work/life experience (29%), quickest duration of the program 

(27%), and proximity to their home (22%).  

 In order to support the growth of online students, there is an ever-growing number of 

faculty teaching online courses. The “2019 Survey of Faculty Attitudes on Technology,” a 

study by Gallup and Inside Higher Ed, found that 46% of faculty, a 2% increase from the 

previous year, had taught at least one online course (Jaschik & Lederman, 2020). Even with the 

growth of online learning, online teachers are mostly novices as the survey found that 41% of 

instructors had taught online courses for fewer than 5 years and only 25% of instructors had 

over 1 decade of online teaching experience. The survey also found that 70% of online faculty 

personally designed and built either all or most of their online courses, yet only 67% of online 

faculty had received professional development for designing online courses. Another similar, 
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yet concerning, finding was that “advice from colleagues” was the primary resource for online 

faculty in designing and teaching online courses. While growth in online learners has fueled 

the need for more online educators, higher education institutions have not correspondingly 

provided resources to support faculty during these times of growth.  

 The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 and 2021 changed, and is continuing to 

change, the landscape of online education. Prior to 2020, enrolling in online courses was 

mostly at the discretion of the students. However, due higher education’s responsibility to 

protect their respective communities, most faculty and students were forced to transition to 

either an online or hybrid delivery method (Murphy et al., 2020). This mandatory transition 

overwhelmed many areas of higher education, and online learning was at the heart of it. Prior 

to the fall semester of 2020, the American Council on Education surveyed 300 college and 

university presidents regarding their concerns and projects for the upcoming year regarding 

COVID-19 (Turk et al., 2020). Reflecting on the abrupt transition to online learning, only 55% 

felt they had maintained a comparable academic standard and only 47% said that they had 

successfully trained faculty with minimal online teaching experience. Another survey, “Time 

for Class—A National Survey of Faculty During COVID-19,” found that while only 49% of 

instructors found their online instruction to be effective from the previous semester, it was a 

10% increase from the previous year based on a similar study (Fox et al., 2020). This survey 

also revealed that only 51% of faculty were confident in their institutions’ ability to succeed in 

the digital learning environment. Online students shared similar frustrations and anxieties 

during this time of transition and unknown. Means and Neisler (2020), with Langer Research 

Associates, surveyed 1,008 college students who were taking on-campus colleges courses that 

transitioned to distance education during the onset of the pandemic. More than half (51%) of 
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students reported being satisfied with their courses prior to the transition, whereas at the 

conclusion of the courses, a dramatically lower percent, 19% reported being satisfied. While 

many circumstances and features of online learning have been unique to the pandemic, these 

experiences with online learning during this challenging time can have a lasting impact.  

 Challenges to the success of online learning did not begin with the most recent 

pandemic. The growth of online learning has been accompanied by growing criticisms, many 

which are largely connected to the concept of student engagement (Blakey & Major, 2019). It 

is widely understood and accepted that continually engaging learners is critical to their success 

and satisfaction (Bawa, 2016). However, most of the research has not addressed the unique 

features of online learning and online students. Given the few studies that have appraised 

online education and learner engagement, a widely used understanding of what student 

engagement is and what it is not is lacking (Blakey, 2021). Online students are the direct 

constituents of online learning and engagement efforts. Yet, a synthesis of student engagement 

in online education found that much of the research did not directly gather student perceptions 

of engagement in online courses in comparison to a face-to-face learning (Blakey, 2021). 

Although both positive and negative experiences were documented, the collective studies were 

unable to adequately address how students view student engagement in online learning. Since 

student engagement is vital, we need to understand how particular students view it and 

experience it in the online setting. In doing so, we can plan for it, implement it, and foster it as 

this sector of education continues to grow.   
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Literature Review 

Defining Student Engagement 

Numerous definitions of student engagement are cited in current research. Robinson 

and Hullinger (2008) proposed that “student engagement pertains to the time and physical 

energy that students expend on activities in their academic experience” (p. 101). Barkley and 

Major (2020) advised that engagement is a combination of motivation and interactivity and has 

found a strong link between student engagement and their learning performance and successful 

completion. Newmann (1992) viewed engagement as “the student’s psychological investment 

in and effort directed toward learning, understanding, or mastering the knowledge, skills, or 

crafts that academic work is intended to promote” (p. 12). George D. Kuh (2009) construed 

engagement as a cooperation between students, their peers, the instructor, and the course 

content. He wrote, “Student engagement represents the time and effort students devote to 

activities that are empirically linked to desired outcomes of college and what institutions do to 

induce students to participate in these activities” (p. 683). Jennings and Angelo (2006) said that 

engagement “typically refers to the amount, type, and intensity of investment students make in 

their educational experiences” (p. 6). Reeve and Tseng (2001) found that student engagement 

is a cooperative construct between four domains of engagement: behavioral, emotional, 

cognitive, and agentic. The growing research reports on student engagement implies its rising 

importance, yet the lack of a comparable definition is problematic.  

While there are numerous understandings of student engagement, most of the research 

does not explicitly define what student engagement is, despite the concept being a core focus 

of the studies (Blakey, 2021). Educators, researchers, and policymakers have agreed that 

student engagement is a meaningful and critical component of learning (Zhou & Ren, 2017). 
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Yet, the vagueness around the term has resulted in some researchers arguing that it has become 

an ineffective buzzword (Ashwin & McVitty, 2015; Zepke, 2014). Axelson and Flick (2010) 

argued that the term engagement is tossed around in higher education loosely, and often 

described as what institutions want to increase, without having a clear understanding of it. 

They concluded that in addition to knowing what student engagement is, we need to focus our 

understanding on the “interaction between engagement and learning” (p. 43). More than a 

decade later, this understanding has not been fully developed or widely cited in the literature. 

We need to remedy this misconstruction to know exactly what we are researching, augmenting, 

or implementing.  

Similar to traditional learning, student engagement is often discussed as a vital 

component of online learning. Yet, very few of the extant definitions focus on what 

engagement is and what it might mean in an online learning environment. The closest to this is 

perhaps Deneen’s (2010) definition, which says that engagement is “a rendezvous between 

learning and the digital tools and techniques that excites students.” The preexisting view that 

student engagement is important, yet loosely defined and understood, is especially problematic 

for online education (O’Shea et al., 2015). Online programs report lower rates of retention and 

graduation compared to campus programs (Woodley & Simpson, 2014). Furthermore, online 

learning is often criticized as lacking support for student agency, interest, and self-regulation 

(Blakey & Major, 2019; Reeve & Tseng, 2011). We need to know what engagement is and 

how we might best present opportunities for it in order to heighten student learning.  

Online Learning 

The literature reported mixed experiences, both positive and negative, of student 

engagement in online courses. Affirmative experiences of engagement have correlated with 
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student effort, motivation, and self-regulation (Garas-York, 2020; Gay & Betts, 2020; Howard 

et al., 2017; Purinton & Burke, 2020). Pintrich and Zusho (2002) found that when working 

together, they can affect learning outcomes, which includes student effort (Figure 4.1).  

Figure 4.1 

A General Model for Student Motivation and Self-Regulated Learning in the College 
Classroom  

 
Note. Adapted from Pintrich & Kusho. 2002, p. 59.  

 
Active learning environments can support and promote favorable learning outcomes, 

such as choice, effort, persistence, and achievement (Collins et al., 2019). Students have 

reported that when a course is designed to accentuate practical application and problem-solving 

(Hew et al., 2018), and encourage them to take responsibility in their role in the course 

(Altomonte et al., 2016), their motivation and engagement levels are increased. Furthermore, 

students have described opportunities for cooperative and collaborative learning as key 

components of student engagement and satisfaction (Burke & Fedorek, 2017). From their 

initial research on collaborative learning, Burke and Fedorek (2017) found that “students 

greatly valued these opportunities and active engagement in lectures, both as a means of 

improving their understanding of the unit content and in maintaining their interest” (p. 13). 
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These activities allow for students to obtain, share, and expand their knowledge (Nandi et al., 

2012). Essentially, creating and maintaining a participatory learning culture yields 

opportunities for meaningful engagement (Farrell et al., 2018).  

Engaging online learners has been reviewed as a necessary challenge (Bodily et al., 

2017). There is a correlation between student success in online education, and the principles of 

student engagement (Bawa, 2016). Jaggars and Xu (2016) analyzed 23 online courses and 

found that interpersonal interaction between course members, faculty, and students, influenced 

academic performance the most. Other reports have found that social presence and teacher 

presence are critical to constructing an interactive and supportive learning environment (Martin 

& Bollinger, 2018; Muir et al., 2019; Stone & Springer, 2019). A key criticism of online 

learning has been intermittent interactions between and among students and faculty (Chen et 

al., 2010). Online faculty are often challenged with attempting to replicate the same level of 

engagement found in traditional face-to-face courses (Rudra, 2020). Students report being 

frustrated as their online courses are not applicable to real-life experiences (Purinton & Burke, 

2020), contain many technical difficulties (Deschaine & Whale, 2017), include challenging 

workloads (Gonzales & Moore, 2020; Papadima-Sophocleous & Giannikas, 2019; Stott, 2016), 

and do not consider the composition of the individual student (Muir et al., 2019). Addressing 

the dissatisfactions with and obstacles of online student engagement, from the perspective of 

online students, is critical since they are the key stakeholders of online education. 

Some of the literature only provides a partial explanation to students’ perceptions of 

engagement experiences in online courses. A majority of the studies are from the lens of on-

campus students and, as O’Shea et al. (2015) stated, “the experience of online students has 

been somewhat ignored in the literature” (p. 57). Most current studies on online student 
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engagement did not include a direct question for students to share their perceptions of 

engagement in online courses in relation to a face-to-face learning (Blakey, 2021). While 

positive and negative experiences were recognized, the combined studies have been unable to 

adequately represent online students’ attitudes toward and experiences with engagement. 

Students should be at the forefront of research initiatives and activities (O’Shea et al., 2015). 

We know that online engagement is challenging, and there is not a common agreeance on what 

engagement is and is not. Therefore, it is critical understand this notion from the perspective of 

online students.  

Purpose 

 The purpose of this study was to investigate how online graduate students experience 

and describe elements of student engagement in their online master’s of education programs. 

Additionally, this study provides recounted examples of and involvements with the varying 

types of student engagement: behavioral, emotional, cognitive, and agentic.  

Research Questions 

The primary research questions for this research were  

Research Question 1. How do online students define student engagement?  

Research Question 2. What features and experiences of online learning do student find 

engaging? 

Research Question 3. What are the attitudes toward student engagement efforts in 

online classes?  

Conceptual Framework 

This study used a conceptual framework to guide the development of study, analyze the 

data, and construct practice implication and recommendations for future research. With little 
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evidence of what students perceive to be engaging in online courses, paired with the 

nonexistent foundation of what engagement is within the literature, this framework was the 

most appropriate as it helped mold themes and concepts throughout the research process. 

Reeve and Tseng’s (2011) four-component construct of student engagement (behavioral, 

emotional, cognitive, and agentic) helped guide this study. The researchers’ construct was 

supportive in reviewing the literature, formulating research questions, constructing interview 

questions, and analyzing the data. However, their construct of student engagement is just that, 

a construct. The four aspects of student engagement provided different examples and 

experiences of engagement. However, there was no one theory that best explained learner 

engagement from the perspective of students. Since prior research noted the discrepancy of 

student engagement meanings among students and faculty, using various components of the 

term during data collection should invoke more meaningful discussions. 

Methods 

Research Approach 

 A qualitative research study was necessary to obtain rich data on perceptions and 

experiences of student engagement as described by students in online courses. This report 

includes process research questions, which are defined as “questions about experiences over 

time or changes that have stages and phases” (Morse & Field, 1995, p. 25). While quantitative 

methods are best for when “factual” data are needed to answer a research question 

(Hammarberg et al., 2016), this study’s research questions are about experiences and meaning 

from the perspectives of the participants. Perhaps the most significant motive for using a 

qualitative approach is the one of the core differences between quantitative and qualitative 

research—flexibility. This study benefited from the flexible nature of a qualitative approach as 
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it allowed for a more natural and adaptive interaction between the participants and I (Mack et 

al., 2005).  

Research Design 

The research design best suited for this study was a descriptive qualitative study. The 

desire to uncover online students’ experiences and perceptions of student engagement 

influenced using this type of qualitative approach. A descriptive qualitative study is one of two 

genres of generic qualitative research. A generic qualitative research approach does not align 

fully with one single established methodology, but instead uses strengths of various approaches 

to benefit a specific study (Bellamy et al., 2016). Specifically, descriptive qualitative studies 

are designed to produce a low-inference description of an anomaly (Sandelowski, 2000). 

Sandelowski (2000), a proponent of descriptive qualitative studies argued that while all 

research involves some level of interpretation, qualitative description attempts to lessen 

conjectures to produce more authentic data. Descriptive qualitative research examines “who, 

what, and where of events or experiences” from the subject’s perspective (Kim et al., 2017, p. 

23). The foundation of this study is the lack of a congruent perception of online student 

engagement, thus providing an opportunity to document examine students’ experiences and 

perceptions through qualitative description.  

Context 

The higher education institution used for the second study is a flagship university in the 

southeast United States. The fall 2020 enrollment was a little under 38,000 students, including 

a record-setting graduate enrollment of 5,720—a 17.7% increase from the previous academic 

year. In 2018, the university achieved “Very High Research Activity” status, formerly known 

as R1, in the Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher Education. The University’s 
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mission includes the advancement of intellectual and social conditions of the broad community 

through research, teaching, and service. 

The graduate student enrollment, paired with a commitment to advancing teaching and 

learning initiatives, made this institution an ideal research environment for online engagement 

perceptions.  

 The intent of choosing this university was also based on two new online graduate 

programs in the College of Education. The programs, which includes instructional technology 

and higher education administration, are housed in the Department of Educational Leadership, 

Technology, and Policy Studies. The department is home to 26 faculty members, including 13 

professors, 6 associate professors, 4 assistant professors, 2 clinical associate professors, and 1 

clinical assistant professor. The department is also a full member of the University Council for 

Educational Administration. With the programs being in their infancy, the enrollment is 

reflective of the demand for online courses and the need for further studies on how to engage 

these students.  

 The department works closely with the university’s distance education office to 

develop equitable courses for online students. Often, faculty who develop and teach courses 

on-campus are the ones who develop and teach the comparable online courses. Designing and 

delivering online classes is a core effort of the distance education office, but not an exclusive 

effort. They also support classroom streaming, blended learning, and remote campuses across 

the state. The university is accredited by Southern Association of Colleges and Schools 

Commission on Colleges (SACSCOC) to deliver qualifying credits through the University's 

distance learning technology. Also, the distance education office supports research fellows to 

support evidence-based and systematic efforts to explore and develop the online teaching and 
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learning. Their commitment to furthering research and comprehension of online teaching and 

learning made for an ideal research environment. 

Participants 

Participants for this study were students from two online master’s programs in a 

College of Education at a major university in the southeast United States, both in the same 

department: Educational Leadership, Technology, and Policy Studies. Graduate programs 

included instructional technology and higher education administration, and students in each of 

these programs often take coursework in the other. Faculty members from both programs were 

vital in recruiting potential student participants through course emails. Through an IRB-

approved recruitment email (Appendix E), students were asked show their interest in 

participation through email. Recruiting efforts took place during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Given the environment, many non-traditional students could not devote an hour away from 

their personal, school, and work obligations. After two rounds of faculty recruitment emails, a 

total of 10 students completed the semi-structured interview (Appendix F). Due to the 

pandemic and social distancing guidelines, all interviews were conducted through a recorded 

Zoom video. Demographic data from the students were collected in addition to the semi-

structured interviews (Table 4.1). 
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Table 4.1 

Student Participants 

Participant Pseudonym Gender Ethnicity Age Program of Study 

Student 1 
 

Max Male Caucasian 33 Instructional Technology 

Student 2 Jackie Female Caucasian 37 Higher Education 
Administration 
 

Student 3 
 

Marcus Male Caucasian 27 Instructional Technology 

Student 4 Denise Female African 
American/Black 

25 Higher Education 
Administration 
 

Student 5 Jennifer Female Caucasian 30 Higher Education 
Administration 
 

Student 6 Colleen Female Caucasian 30 Higher Education 
Administration 
 

Student 7 Amber Female African 
American/Black 
 

50 Instructional Technology 

Student 8 Tiffany Female Caucasian 36 Higher Education 
Administration 
 

Student 9 
 

Carmen Female Caucasian 70 Instructional Technology 

Student 10 Stephanie Female African 
American/Black 
 

50 Instructional Technology 

 

 There was an equal number of student participants from each program: five students 

from instructional technology and five students from higher education administration. The 

previous table indicates that participants were mostly female and mostly Caucasian. Each 

participant was classified as a nontraditional student, according to the National Center for 

Education Statistics (2015). The NCES identified nontraditional students as being in one or 

more of the following categories: deferred enrollment into postsecondary education, attends 

college part-time, works full-time, is financially independent for financial aid purposes, has 
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dependents other than a spouse, is a single parent, or does not have a high school diploma. The 

oldest participant was 70 years old, and the youngest participant was 25 years old. Most 

students, 80%, identified that their current program of study was their first time to be enrolled 

in an entirely online degree program. While this study aimed to recruit more participants, the 

participants provided lengthy and meaningful insight to their perceptions and experiences of 

being online students in a master’s program.  

Data Collection 

Having commonalities with the participants allowed this study to pair my engagement 

experiences as both a teacher and student with the participants’ experiences to produce a 

more meaningful study. Interviews were based upon an approach in which students in online 

programs participated in a qualitative semi-structured interview. Opdenakker (2006) noted that 

one key advantage of interviewing as a means of data collection is the social cues involved. 

While the interviews were semi-structured, initial questions were asked from a pre-established 

questionnaire. The questionnaire (Appendix G) was influenced by a previous qualitative 

synthesis (Blakey, 2021) and incorporated questions that covered all four of Reeve and Tseng’s 

(2011) domains of engagement: behavioral, cognitive, emotional, and agentic. One question 

regarding experiences of engagement during the COVID-19 pandemic was asked at the end of 

the interview. Responses were analyzed to identify common themes that described features and 

experiences of engagement, as well as commonalities and discrepancies in the meaning of 

student engagement.  

Data Analysis 

During the first cycle of coding, I used initial coding. As the transcripts were reviewed, 

codes were developed that defined what was being read (Charmaz, 2014). Saldaña (2013) 
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explained that “initial coding is breaking down qualitative data into discrete parts, closely 

explaining them, and comparing them for similarities and differences” (p. 100). Initial coding 

can also include process coding, which uses gerunds to portray a sense of action, and in vivo 

coding, which uses verbatim phrasing from the transcript. Next, the second round of coding, or 

recoding, occurred to enhance the classifications and themes derived from the data. Abbott 

(2004) described the second round of coding as “decorating a room; you try it, step back, move 

a few things, step back again, try a serious reorganization, and so on” (p. 215). The goal was to 

code the interviews in comparison to the research questions and uncover recurrent themes.  

The framework of this study was instrumental for data analysis of this study. Many of 

interview questions were developed to include Reeve and Tseng’s (2011) four components of 

student engagement: behavioral engagement, emotional engagement, cognitive engagement, 

and agentic engagement (Appendix G). Once interviews were transcribed, responses to were 

grouped based on whether the question assessed behavioral, emotional, cognitive, or agentic 

engagement. Essentially, this intentional development of questions served as the first round of 

coding. Next, within each category of engagement, recoding occurred to identify subthemes of 

students’ experiences. While interview questions were strategically developed to identify a 

particular area of engagement, often participants discussed more than one domain of 

engagement within their response. Another level of coding included identifying which specific 

area of engagement students were describing, despite the given interview question. To aid in 

this round of coding, Reeve and Tseng’s detailed descriptions of the four aspects was used to 

properly label students’ experiences and attitudes. The conceptual framework not only 

provided direction to the study but was also instrumental in organizing and communicating 

students’ experiences of engagement in their online programs. 
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Trustworthiness 

 The concept for validity is often a subject of dispute among qualitative researchers 

(Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2006). The study employed member checking during the transcription 

phase of the project. Member checking, or informant feedback, is a validity technique that 

often involves returning data to the participants to ensure that the researcher’s interpretation is 

accurate (Birt et al., 2016). Creswell and Miller (2000) mentioned that during member 

checking, the efficiency measure “shifts from the researcher to the participants in the study” (p. 

127). Member checking can be a formal or informal process. Throughout the interviews, many 

statements were repeated back to the participants to establish, or clarify, agreement. 

Additionally, participants received the option to review the data after transcription. There were 

not any students who opted to review their transcripts. With the focus of the project being 

based on experiences and perceptions, member checking was the most direct method of 

excluding the probability of distorting the voice of the participants (Maxwell, 1996).  

This study will be submitted to the Online Learning Journal for publication. The 

Online Learning Journal (OLJ) is an open, peer-reviewed journal that “promotes the 

development and dissemination of new knowledge at the intersection of pedagogy, emerging 

technology, policy, and practice in online environments” (Online Learning Consortium, 2021). 

Kelly et al. (2014) defined peer review as a “process of subjecting an author’s scholarly work, 

research or ideas to the scrutiny of others who are experts in the same field” (p. 227). Peer 

review has two core purposes: to act as an entryway to warrant that only the highest quality 

research is published, and to advance the quality of manuscripts regarded appropriate for 

publication (Kelly et al., 2014). Member checking and an upcoming peer review all ensure that 

this study produced findings to the utmost standard of research.  
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Delimitations 

Intentional perimeters around the research were in place. The first delimitation of the 

study was examining a single institution. The institution’s department of choice has two, new 

master’s programs in education: instructional technology and higher education administration. 

Similarly, the second delimitation was the small number of participants chosen to interview. 

Limiting the study to a single department with a relatively small number of participants 

supported the technique of purposive sampling. Purposive sampling grouped data that were 

relevant to the research questions. Purposive sampling includes identifying and choosing 

participants or groups of participants who are particularly experienced or familiar with the 

topic of interest (Creswell & Clark, 2017). Using a selective and limited participant pool 

provided richer data that directly addressed each research question.   

 Due to the nature of qualitative research, generalization usually did not occur. Polit and 

Beck (2010) stated that generalization “is an act of reasoning that involves drawing broad 

inferences from particular observations” (p. 1451). While generalization is a key measure for 

appraising the value of a quantitative study (Kerlinger & Lee, 2000), qualitative studies aim to 

deliver a strong and situational understanding of the participants’ experiences in a specific case 

(Polit & Beck, 2010). Because a majority of qualitative researchers do not recommend 

generalization from qualitative studies (Niaz, 2007), this delimitation did not negatively affect 

the study. 

Limitations 

Participation for this study was completely voluntary. Interviews on student 

engagement were thoughtful and organic and took between 35 minutes and 1 hour each to 

complete. Many students, especially nontraditional online students, were not willing or able to 



 
 

112 

take on a commitment outside of their academic, professional, and personal obligations. 

Recruitment and interviews took place in the midst the COVID-19 pandemic, which increased 

this existing challenge. Lack of participation posed a drawback, but the conducted interviews 

did provide meaningful content to this research on student engagement in online learning. 

 This case study was dependent on the participants’ insights and experiences to better 

understand student engagement and fill the gap in the literature. With that, the study was also 

dependent on the participants communicating their thoughts and experiences truthfully and 

accurately. Similarly, it is nearly impossible for the researcher to verify the validity of the 

respondents’ recollections or opinions. This research report trusts that the participants shared 

their organic and accurate retrospections at the time of data collection.  

Findings 

 The student interviews produced a variety of experiences and perceptions of student 

engagement in their respective online graduate programs. Students were excited to share their 

experiences, and in doing so were very transparent. Many positive learning experiences and 

course satisfactions were shared. On the contrary, the students discussed several areas of 

discontent and deficiency. This study also identified several similar and diverse definitions of 

student engagement. From thorough rounds of coding, the following themes were found: 

defining student engagement, student and faculty roles, course participation, peer interaction, 

motivation, levels of satisfaction, and the impact of COVID-19 on engagement efforts.  

Defining Student Engagement 

 Following the collection of demographic data, all participants were asked to define the 

term student engagement (Table 4.2). 
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Table 4.2 

Student Engagement Defined by Student Participants 

Participant 
 

Definition 

Max “The first thing that comes to mind is peer to peer engagement”  
“general interaction and conversations that occur among peers, and peers to 
faculty” 

Jackie “go beyond just reading” 
“interaction with your classmates and colleagues” 

Marcus “having a captive audience . . . having someone's attention” 
“the ability to have some sort of back and forth communication” 

Denise “a student is very well versed in what's going on” 
“the person comes on time, that person has questions” 
“getting the most out of the class for their benefit” 

Jennifer “interacts with their course or overall with the program” 
“interacting with other students, faculty” 

Colleen “active learning” 
“They're (students) excited, they're interested…” 

Amber “being active” 
“that internal motivation to keep moving forward” 

Tiffany “The professor being available” 
“also being interactive (faculty) with you” 

Carmen “How interested I am…” 
“How much I’m motivated to participate” 

Stephanie “how students are involved”  
“Overall, the interaction with your peers” 

 

The subsequent question to participants was, “Would you consider your provided 

definition to be the same in both online and traditional, face-to-face courses?” Eight students 

agreed that their provided definition would be the same in both online and traditional, face-to-

face courses. Jackie said that “it takes different shapes” and “manifests differently.” She also 

said that at times it “feels a little forced” in online education given that many of the course 

interactions are for a grade. Colleen discussed engagement in online classes being more 

difficult to define due to the student’s role in the course. She said, “It’s more about how often 

the student visits the subject matter . . . it’s really up to you (student) to engage and show 
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interest.” While Jackie said that both definitions were the same, she did state that promoting 

engagement is likely different between the two formats. She mentioned that attempting to 

apply a similar or different definition to both may be “unfair,” because face-to-face courses, by 

nature, have more opportunities for engagement. While definitions may vary, most students did 

not view the foundation of student engagement to be different between online and traditional 

courses.  

In alignment with the conceptual framework, Reeve and Tseng’s (2001) four aspects of 

student engagement were used to the code of participants’ definitions and help distinguish 

which domains were embedded within each participant’s view (Table 4.3). 

Table 4.3 

Reeve and Tseng’s Four Aspects of Student Engagement 
 
Behavioral 
engagement 
 

• On-task attention 

• Effort 

• Persistence 

 
Emotional 
engagement 

• Presence of interest and enthusiasm 

• Absence of anger, anxiety, and boredom 

  
Cognitive 
engagement 

• Use of strategic and sophisticated learning strategies 

• Active self-regulation 

 
Agentic 
engagement 

• Constructive contribution to the flow of instructive they receive 

• Intentionally and proactively personalize and enrich their learning 

(versus passively receiving it) 

 
Note. Adapted from Reeve and Tseng, 2001, p. 257-258 

All 10 participants described student engagement as behavioral. Specifically, most 

students described student engagement as interactive, mainly mentioning peer-to-peer 
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interaction as an element of active learning. Two students described student engagement as 

behavioral, cognitive, and emotional. They both discussed motivation as a descriptor, but what 

either influenced or result from that motivation was cognitive and/or emotional. For example, 

Amber discussed active learning and self-regulation as a means to motivation by saying, 

Engagement? Being active. Oh, you know, there's that weird tendency to define a word 
with the word: engagement means being engaged. It’s wanting to continue 
studyingwanting to see what the next lesson is . . . that internal motivation to keep 
moving forward. 
 

Carmen described her motivation being guided by her interest in the subject matter and the 

ability to “really dig into the material.” One student, Denise, included agentic labels when she 

described student engagement. She associated student engagement with “wanting more from 

school.” Also, she termed an engaged student as a student who is “well-versed,” contributes to 

course discussions, and gets “the most out of the class for their benefit.” This finding aligns 

with the literature review in that most definitions or descriptions of student engagement are 

considered behavioral in nature.  

 Following the definition of engagement was a question asking students to describe a 

time when they found themselves particularly engaged during a course. The intention of this 

question was to see if students’ collective definitions aligned with their described experiences 

of engagement. This question yielded more diversity among the domains, and more rich 

descriptions of what they found to be engaging (Table 4.4).  
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Table 4.4 

Engaging Experiences as Described by Student Participants 

Student Responses 
 

Max “Team projects for sure . . . self-governance as far as the team goes.” 
“The team is constantly meeting . . . to make sure we stay on track.” 
“. . . team projects allow that that cohesiveness or that collaboration . . .” 
 

Jackie “I really felt it (the class) built a community.” 
“. . . everybody was present and willing to discuss and just to give feedback . . .” 
 

Marcus “forced to use a bunch of critical thinking” 
“pretty cool to see what different perspectives” 
“helps (group project) flesh out an idea better in order to understand the concept 
more” 
 

Denise “. . . getting to know my classmates and getting to know my professors . . .” 
“I really enjoy being in groups.” 
“Being in a group made me feel more engaged.” 
 

Jennifer “she (faculty) created a Group Me, for our class that we were allowed to 
participate it in . . . it was optional” 
“. . . day-to-day engagement. . . I would get on every day.” 
“. . . way more engaged in the discussion . . . three different options.” 
“. . . there were a lot of different answers happening and a lot of creativity” 
“. . . made everyone want to think, comment more, and check out what everybody 
else was doing” 
 

Colleen “. . . reached out to their students . . . connects with her students once a week . . .” 
“really cares about her students” 
 “You want to feel respected and you want to feel supported, that really goes a 
long way” 
 

Amber “There were a lot of options for how to present and demonstrate knowledge.” 
“. . . lots of feedback . . .” 
“I found that really motivating and really wanted to stay plugged into the course.” 
 

Tiffany “She really wanted to get to know us on another level.” 
“Zoom calls throughout the course just to check in on us.” 
 

Carmen “We were actually building some instruction . . . creating a usable product.” 
“I like hands-on.” 
 

Stephanie “group projects and group assignments” 
“be able to coordinate” 
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Several themes derived from their collective described experiences of engagement: 

feedback, critical thinking, community, collaboration, motivation, creativity, support, 

autonomy, and teacher personality. (Figure 4.2).  

Figure 4.2 

Overall Themes—Engaging Experiences 

 

It was evident from the student interviews that their lived experiences of engagement 

went beyond their stated definitions. With that, most of the students’ experiences were more 

experiences of behavioral engagement. However, one key difference that arose from the data 

was the mentioning of the instructor. No student credited the instructor’s role or personality in 

their definition. However, four students described what the instructor did to support 

engagement while describing their most engaging experience in the program. At the time of the 
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interview, Jennifer was enrolled in what she called “the most engaging course ever” and 

described logging on to the course’s LMS as the “pinnacle of my engagement.” Her entire 

response credited the professor’s intentional communication strategies and course design. She 

said her professor created a GroupMe, a mobile group messaging app, for course members to 

connect, which she found to be more engaging compared to a traditional email announcement. 

She also appreciated that many of the course’s assignments gave students options that 

produced a lot of creativity for her and her classmates. This observation, the instructor’s role, 

among the participants created the perfect segue to discussing the roles and responsibilities of 

engagement between students and instructors.  

Student and Faculty Roles 

Participants were asked, “What can students do to engage in learning in an online 

course?”. While answering this, many students described tenets of self-efficacy. Self-efficacy, 

in students, refers to their belief in their capacity to perform behaviors or activities necessary to 

produce certain academic accomplishments (Bandura, 1997). Time management was a key 

theme in many responses. Denise said that dedication to the course must be grounded in the 

ability to prioritize. She said, 

When I say dedicated, they (students) need to set us aside of time to do schoolwork. So 
within that (time), schoolwork has 100% of my time . . . I'm engaged, I'm writing down 
notes, I'm studying, I'm doing everything that I need for my class coming up, or that 
test. I am committed. 
 

Max discussed staying on track as a key responsibility and said keeping a detailed calendar 

was the “most valuable resource” for his engagement. Compliance was another key theme 

among the participants. For many students, the foundation of remaining engaged was doing 

what was required. In addition to complying with the course requirements, participants said 

going beyond what was required was another means to staying engaged. Regarding discussion 
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boards, Jackie said, “you (students) have to invest in the class . . . and be willing to really 

interact with people beyond that surface level of, ‘oh, here's my required post’.” Carmen 

shared similar views and credited herself with “taking advantage of everything the course has 

to offer.” Essentially, students need to take accountability for their learning and go beyond 

what is expected of them in order to maximize engagement in an online course.  

 When asked what faculty members can do to support online student engagement, 

students were more vocal. Students used this question to recount positive faculty experiences, 

as well as share incidents of frustration. While experiences and opinions varied, a lot of 

responses related back to instructors understanding the unique challenges and motivations of 

non-traditional, online students. Being flexible and accommodating to online learners was a 

recurring theme (Table 4.5). Students shared the following sentiments about instructor  

Table 4.5 

Instructor Flexibility and Accommodation 

Student Quotes 
 

Marcus “. . . with everything going on ( COVID-19), having to move around dates  
or be flexible with people” 
 

Denise “I also think faculty could make sure that they're hitting everybody's learning 
needs . . . learning styles, just making sure that they have something for 
everybody.” 
 

Carmen “. . . encouraging the students to work at their own pace . . .” 
“. . . finding out what the student likes to do the best how the student prefers 
to learn, and encouraging them to do . . .” 
 

 

flexibility and accommodation. Other shared sentiments were that instructors need to 

understand that online students desire and need opportunities for communication with all 

members of the course. Max specified this by saying, “I think one thing to keep us all engaged, 



 
 

120 

(but) the faculty member also must be engaged in those same conversations to have their 

perspective.” Jackie said that opportunities for communication “humanizes” students as you 

get to know them “beyond a name on a board.” Marcus felt that “communication is number 

one” and specified that his best instructors would send out frequent reminders and course 

updates. He went on to detail that “the more communication from an instructor in an online 

setting, the better sort of engagement you get.” Jennifer again reflected on the course that she 

found to be the most engaging. She said that she appreciated the constant communication from 

the professor and how they would provide optional opportunities for the class to connect 

through Zoom, a web-conferencing platform. She appreciated this effort and said she, and 

peers, often felt like she was “on an island by yourself.” One type of communication that 

online students desire is feedback. Marcus began his response with, “One of my biggest 

frustrations in an online class has been when there was little to no feedback from an 

instructor.” Denise not only desired feedback on assignments, but also enjoyed “tips and 

tricks” for success based on the online instructor’s experience with online students. As a group, 

the participants want and need the instructor to value and exercise meaningful communication 

strategies. 

 Interestingly, while students were more vocal about the role of the instructor, nearly all 

students felt that online student engagement is shared responsibility. Students were asked, 

“What percentage of responsibility for student engagement in a course is on the student? What 

percentage of responsibility is on the faculty member?”. Their responsibility allocations are in 

the following table (Table 4.6). 
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Table 4.6 

Online Engagement Responsibility 

Participant % - Faculty % - Student 

Max 0 100 

Jackie 50 50 

Marcus 33 66 

Denise 25 75 

Jennifer 40* 60* 

Colleen  25 75 

Amber 50 50 

Tiffany 50 50 

Carmen  25 75 

Stephanie 70 30 

Average:  33 66 

* The average of two situational ratio provided     
 
 

Max was the only student who did not feel that online student engagement is a shared 

responsibility. He acknowledged that this was a difficult question, and he would like to see 

some prior research on the issue. However, he did conclude that his default response would be 

that students are entirely responsible for engagement in an online course. Three students 

responded that it is a “50/50” shared responsibility between the instructor their students. Their 

responses suggested that while students must take ownership of their learning and success, the 

instructor must first lay the foundation, then continue to provide opportunities for engagement. 

Amber discussed the student’s role by saying, 
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You’re (student) the one that's supposed to be getting the benefit from this (course), and 
you're the one that needs to be able to apply these principles going forward. So it's 
incumbent on you as a student to make sure that you're understanding that you're 
getting what you need out of the course. 
 

Tiffany added that in order for students to do their part, the faculty member must first provide 

opportunities to engage, as well as be available to students. Jennifer provided two ratios of 

responsibility and distinguished them based on “engaging with materials” and “participation.” 

She felt that students are mostly responsible for engaging with the materials, because the 

faculty provided the opportunity to do so. However, she also said that the duty to promote 

participation fell on the faculty member as they should make such opportunities attractive and 

worthy of engagement. Five students replied that the duty of engagement is mostly on the 

students. Carmen credited her personality for her response. She said, “I’m a doer. So I guess I 

probably am more inclined to put more responsibility on myself.” Only one student, Stephanie, 

felt that faculty carried the weight of responsibility for online student engagement. She 

assigned 30% of responsibility to the student but went on to say that may be “too harsh.” 

Stephanie said, “The student is not the one that’s writing and designing the courses.” Given the 

differences in ratios of responsibility, the general consensus is that all parties must be invested 

in student engagement for it to take place.  

Course Participation 

The participants were asked, “What encourages you to participate in your online 

courses? What prevents you from participating?”. Of the questions asked during the interviews, 

these two questions generated the most data. Participants articulated, at length, what stimulates 

their participation in their online courses, as well as what deters them from partaking. Again, 

feedback appeared as a key determinant of engagement. This time, however, students 

discussed peer feedback and instructor feedback as a means to encourage, or at times hinder, 
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engagement. Without hesitation, Max responded to this question by simply saying, 

“Feedback.” He not only wanted feedback, but he enjoyed providing feedback to his peers. 

Jackie credited feedback from instructors as being ‘encouraging.” She said that she feels as 

though the instructor does not actually read or thoroughly review her assignments. However, 

when she saw feedback, it encouraged her to put forth more effort. Marcus recognized the 

value of feedback and often felt frustrated when instructors fell short of providing it. 

Specifically, he equated his participation to his effort and said described two opposite scenarios 

of how feedback influenced his participation. 

Last spring, the professor had things graded two days after you submitted it. You could 
see immediate feedback. You know, the little bubble on Blackboard . . . In a class I took 
last semester, no grades for a month, and all of a sudden it now fills in . . . I got the same 
things being dinged for the past three assignments while I had no way of knowing . . . I 
think that's very discouraging when you're just kind of doing it and you're thinking ‘All 
right, they're not looking at it’ . . . I'm doing this for no reason. I think those are two 
(feedback and busy work) of the biggest discouraging things in an online environment 
class to make me not do assignments. 
 

It was interesting to see how students first associated feedback in the “role of the instructor,” 

and immediately took the opportunity to revisit it when thinking about what encourages and 

discourages their engagement.  

 Most of the participants viewed their online education as a means to an end: 

professional development and advancement. Many students described relatable and practical 

content as being particularly engaging. Interestingly, when students mentioned compliance or 

finishing the course as a factor, they related it back to wanting to advance in their careers. 

Stephanie was very straightforward when answering this question: “My encouragement is my 

end goal, and that is to obtain a master's degree in instructional technology. Because I want to 

one day be able to teach courses online at a college level.” Colleen connected applicable 

content with her and her peers’ prior experiences. She “learns a lot more” from viewing others’ 
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experiences and appreciated the opportunities to take other’s familiarities and apply them to 

her own professional career. Denise, who works with college students, shared a similar 

motivation and discussed her own accountability to the process. 

Higher education is a wonderful study, a wonderful program. Students are everything  
. . . it's always student-based. So if I'm not being engaged, how can I make stuff or plan 
stuff . . . tell students to be engaged when I'm not engaged within my own coursework? 
 

They described the opposite of meaningful and relatable content as “busy work.” Furthermore, 

this was a frequent limitation to students’ participation and engagement. Marcus described a 

course that discouraged his participation as the “basic curriculum” of “read and respond, read 

and respond.” He went on to say that much of these mundane activities were usually not high-

stake assignments, which further discouraged his participation.  The participants sought 

meaning in their courses and were more likely to participate when it was presented.  

 External and conflicting personal and professional obligations discouraged, or 

hindered, students from participating in their online courses. While online education is credited 

as being more flexible and preferable for many non-traditional students (Deschaine & Whale, 

2017; Isaias et al., 2017), often their responsibilities outside of academia are still present. 

Students shared several detailed sentiments regarding their work-school-life balance (Table 

4.7). 
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Table 4.7 

Work-Life-School Balance 

Participant 
 

Responses 

Max “With juggling a family, it's all about balancing time” 
 

Denise “The world around me . . . work, personal life. Those are the main things that 
distract me on a daily basis. You know, everyday isn’t perfect. Every day won't 
be the same, but sometimes one thing might have my attention a little bit more 
than others” 

Jennifer I think just things in life in general as like a full-time working student, just life 
and work, family obligations. Those kinds of things keep me from giving it 
maybe the attention that I want to at certain times, or incapable . . .” 
 

Colleen  “I feel like in a perfect world, everyone would be on time with everything, but 
it's not and life happens.” 
 

Tiffany “These two classes that I had, you work on them at your own level. S, if 
someone's like, ‘hey, let's have a Zoom, get to know each other zoom at five 
o'clock?’ Well, that's when I have to pick up my kids from daycare . . . that's 
not gonna work for me. A time that doesn't work for me is going to be 
something that's discourages me from participating in something that's 
optional.” 
 

Stephanie “It’s probably time. Life gets in the way where you get all the responsibilities 
you have to do . . . I guess whenever life gets in the way, it can be 
discouraging, or it can be very difficult log onto an assignment to sit there and 
do a work when you have other things going on in your life.” 
 

 

All participants had a job, full-time or part-time, in addition to being online graduate students. 

More than half of the students mentioned having a spouse and/or children. While they all 

expressed dedication to their coursework, the realities outside of the program demanded much 

of their focus and time.  

Peer Interaction 

Participants described what factors encouraged and discouraged peer interaction in their 

online programs. Most replied to these questions by characterizing their peers’ positive and 
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negative personality traits. Martin and Bolliger (2018) found that positive peer interaction is 

often related to student success and engagement in online courses. The participants shared 

similar thoughts as they described these interactions from both constructive and adverse lenses. 

Predominant themes for peer interaction included diverse and common perspectives, a sense of 

community, and a lack of effort.  

While the students shared many commonalities, they were also very diverse in relation 

to one another. Descriptions of peer similarities and differences were labelled as both 

supportive and deterring. Many students found common connections among their peers, which 

they described as a way to break the ice, so to speak. Colleen said that “the number one thing is 

finding a common ground.” She found benefit in having parallels with her peers and 

appreciated the opportunity to “bounce ideas” off one another. On the contrary, she identified a 

feeling of frustration, and a lack of engagement, when mutuality was not present. For example, 

Colleen worked at a 2-year college and found that many of the students primarily discussed 

higher education from a 4-year perspective. She said, 

I find that a lot of people work at [redacted university], and they have a particular view 
of things. A two-year perspective, that isn't talked about a lot. Because two-year and 
four-year (universities) are completely different in a lot of ways. 
 

Some students appreciated these differences in experiences. For example, Max described a 

group project he was working on at the time. He mentioned that while the program was 

education-based, many of the group members had careers from “all walks of life.” Max 

specified that this team included someone from the football program, a member of the military, 

and a trainer for Microsoft. He credited this diversity to his engagement by saying, “It’s the 

sort of backgrounds that they bring that keep me engaged, because I just find it interesting.” 
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The composition of the group, despite the differences of opinions and experiences, impacted 

the participants’ level of engagement.  

 A sense of community is a common outcome of activities and strategies that support 

peer interaction (Bigatel & Edel-Malizia, 2018; Howard et al., 2017; Kahn et al., 2017; 

Peacock et al., 2020). Many of the participants said that they often took courses with the same 

people. Marcus mentioned that he and three of his peers had taken nearly every course 

together. He described the program’s camaraderie as a “built-in relationship.” He expanded on 

this and described how the program supported these relationships: “That relationship has been 

a big factor in us, you know, communicating back and forth . . . I do think groups, and 

assignments where you work together . . . they kind of prod me to interact with them (peers) 

more.” Denise recognized that creating a sense of community can be difficult in an online 

course and valued that her online program provided the means for her and her peers to interact 

in this unique space. She viewed her classmates as “colleagues,” and said that group work, 

especially, fostered this type of online community. While several students discussed a resultant 

camaraderie in select online courses that they found to be the most engaging, Jackie said that 

“there’s no community” as she discussed the program as a whole. She was critical of her 

program not connecting the cohorts outside of the required courses. Jackie said that this was 

especially disappointing for the people who did not live in town. Despite different experiences, 

students in both online programs cited a sense of community as both positive and desired.  

Motivation 

Students described what they found to be particularly motivating in their online 

programs. While levels of motivation were discussed throughout the interviews, the students 

mostly discussed their motivation when discussing what encouraged, and discouraged, them to 
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engage intellectually with information, ideas and concepts, or skills in an online course. 

Pintrich and Zusho (2002) found that students’ motivation and levels of engagement, 

particularly cognitive engagement, went hand-in-hand as they both influence the student’s 

ability to learn material in a more attentive and deliberate manner. It was not a surprise, with 

the two graduate programs being in education, that many students expressed their urge to learn 

more. Max identified himself as a “lifelong learner.” His passion for learning, paired with his 

program that directly related to his information technology career, motivated him to take 

advantage of the learning opportunities that the courses presented. Amber’s interest was piqued 

when she saw personal value in a course. For example, she is pursuing a career in higher 

education, and often her courses would include topics regarding primary and secondary 

education. Because she could not relate to or see value, she was not interested and ultimately 

disengaged. Stephanie shared similar feelings but reversed Max and Amber’s logic. She said, 

“When you participate and engage intellectually, I think you learn more.” 

Many of the interviews included a connection between the scholarly efforts and being 

enthusiastic about their graduate program. Students were goal-driven and excited to earn a 

master’s degree. Several students were straight forward in answering, “What makes you 

enthusiastic about your learning in the online program?” Marcus responded to that question by 

saying, “Number one is just the eventual goal of getting a master’s degree.” He then said that 

the mechanics of earning the degree has not necessarily been exciting, but him knowing that 

there is an end goal has driven both his enthusiasm and his effort. Amber jokingly said, “I love 

the idea that at the end of this, I will have a shiny piece of paper that will make people give me 

money. That helps my enthusiasm.” Carmen cited a “sense of accomplishment” and “working 

towards a definite goal” as drivers of her eagerness to learn. She enjoyed seeing the 
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progression of her coursework. For Stephanie, earning a degree was more than just a reward 

for her course completions. She responded that serving as a role model for her children and 

finishing something that she had started were her two main motivators. Most students enjoyed 

the process but were vocal and excited for the finish line.  

 Several of the students discussed burnout in their online courses. Specifically, many of 

the students credited burnout for obstructing their motivation to engage intellectually within 

their programs. Burnout is described as a consequence of severe stress that can include fatigue, 

isolation, and reduced performance (Freudenberger, 1989). When discussing burnout, a few 

students said that burnout was a result of the online course, while others described burnout 

resulting from a lack of time to commit to the course. Regarding course assignments and 

materials, several students mentioned lengthy reading assignments as a factor to their 

exhaustion (Table 4.8)  

Table 4.8 

Reading and Disengagement 

Participant 
 

Responses 

Jackie “So reading a 30 page article on the best way to create a budget . . . I'll 
probably pick a couple ideas, and that's about it . . . a lot of it just feels like it's 
a lot of research and a lot of reading without a, like a real-life application of it.” 
 

Jennifer “There are times where there's a subject that I'm even interested in, but if the 
only assignment is to read 45 pages about it, and then answer this discussion 
question . . . that's not a whole lot of fun, I don't want to sit here and do this.” 
 

Colleen  “When I have two or 300 pages I have to read before something . . . it just zaps 
your energy. I mean, I'll read it, but it sometimes it just zaps you. After you do 
a lot of reading, or you're working all day, the last thing you want to do is read 
a lot when you get home.” 
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Several students also recognized that connecting intellectually with their coursework 

was more difficult when they knew it would take too much of their time. Max would often ask 

himself, “Is it worth the tradeoff of time?” He wanted to make clear that he enjoyed the 

program in that it had provided valuable instruction, but his intellectual engagement was at 

stake if he thought it would take too much time away from his other responsibilities. Jackie 

described similar feelings, but said she had to “push through” those times of exhaustion 

because it was her responsibility as a student to connect with the course. Denise said that the 

only thing that ever discouraged her learning was having too much on her plate. Colleen said 

that the nature of online learning can be discouraging for many nontraditional students. She 

specified, “The screen time can be very discouraging, because you’re on a computer all day for 

work.” Colleen said being in a higher education administration program and being a higher 

education professional can add to that fatigue. From the interviews, no student willingly 

disassociated from cognitive engagement, but instead recognized several interferences to their 

effort.  

Levels of Satisfaction  

Participants were asked to describe the student engagement initiatives in their graduate 

programs as a whole. All students made it clear that there have been both good and bad 

experiences of engagement, or lack thereof, in their programs A majority of the participants 

geared their responses based on the quantity of engaging instructor interactions. The students 

appreciated outreach from and interaction with their faculty members. Marcus said that 

professors in seven out of the nine courses he had taken did a great job with outreach and 

working with their students. He clarified that the outliers included a temporary faculty member 

and a faculty member outside of his program. Max appreciated that his instructors made an 
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effort to promote conversations among the classmates. He said he and he peers always felt free 

to talk about certain subjects that may been seen as taboo, and he further appreciated not being 

filtered. Jennifer described the program as engaging, but really focused on one professor who 

went above and beyond to provide both traditional and creative methods of communication. 

She was asked to clarify if she thought the program’s initiatives were good, or just that 

particular instructor. She said,   

I’d say good. Now having had the informal engagement, like options, I would have 
loved to have had that in more courses before now. There's been a real sense of 
community in this particular course that I have not felt in the entire program. 
 

Carmen recognized that some of the engagement efforts did not appeal to her simply because 

she was not interested in the given content. She said that her assessment of engagement was 

based on if the content was relevant to her. However, she did say that while she felt some 

courses were “way less engaging,” she appreciated that even those courses provided some 

hands-on opportunities. Interestingly, students did not interpret this question, or use it, to 

discuss engagement efforts from one another.  

 As previously mentioned, there was a mix of both satisfaction and dissatisfaction. Most 

students concluded with a positive assessment of their online program’s engagement efforts, 

but two students did not provide such positive reviews. Jackie shared similar sentiments to her 

peers in that some professors were more engaging than others. However, she was disappointed 

in the program as a whole and did not feel supported. When describing this lack of support, she 

wished there would have been more of a program-wide community. She elaborated, “Nothing 

from the College of Education, Higher Ed. program . . . to get the people that are in the same 

program to maybe do something together or have Zoom meeting.”  
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Amber responded that “the attempt was there.” She recognized the proactive efforts but 

attributed the lack of instructors as the key limitation. She said,  

I would also say one of the challenges in the instructional technology program . . . it 
seems grossly understaffed to me. I think it made it very difficult for there to be the 
level of engagement that was intended. So, I think that the plan was there, the structure 
was there, the goal was there . . . but I think the execution maybe wasn't at times 
because they just didn't have enough bodies. 
 

Jackie and Amber agreed that the result of engagement was less than desirable; however, they 

shared opposite views regarding their programs’ efforts to engage the students.  

Impact of COVID-19 

Interviews took place in November and December of 2020. At the time, the COVID-19 

pandemic had an overwhelming impact on colleges and universities around the world. The 

volume of cases began to escalate across the United States during the spring of 2020, which 

ultimately led to many institutions abruptly transitioning to online learning mid-semester 

(Murphy et al., 2020). While both programs were already distance programs, their students 

were not immune from the impact of the virus. All interviews concluded with asking students 

to describe their experiences of engagement during the COVID-19 pandemic. While there was 

a specific question geared toward COVID-19, also referenced as coronavirus, students 

discussed the impact of the pandemic throughout their interviews. There were diverse 

experiences from the pandemic, but the students were in agreement that it has affected, some 

positively and negatively, the impact on student engagement in their programs.  

 Marcus first mentioned COVID-19 when discussing the role of instructors to encourage 

student engagement. While discussing his appreciation for faculty members providing 

opportunities for everyone to connect, he said that this is especially respected during the 

pandemic because many people are “struggling.” He provided the following advice to 



 
 

133 

instructors: “I guess you can say, especially now with COVID, a lot of people are struggling. 

So maybe a mental check in and make sure everybody's, you know, still on the same page and 

still engaged.” Denise said that her burnout during that semester was stronger due to “a lot of 

different stuff going on.” Outside of the question that directly asked students about the impact 

of COVID-19, Jennifer and Colleen discussed how the pandemic affected their program’s 

student engagement initiatives (Table 4.9).  

Table 4.9 

Impact of COVID-19 on Program Student Engagement Initiatives 

Student 
 

Responses 

Jennifer “I think that the initiatives are a little bit more intentional. Especially since I 
COVID happened, and professors are starting to see that maybe we didn’t 
engage with our online participants, or our online students, as much as we 
should have . . . knowing that we're just not going to school online, but we still 
have those needs, just as a person who's going to school in person.” 
 

Colleen  “I would say it started out a little rocky . . . And then fast forward to now, I 
don't know if COVID has made people be more engaged with their online 
students. I can see a definite difference. Because I had one instructor pre-
COVID and post-COVID, and they are more engaging post-COVID . . . it's a 
lot more engaging, and the instructors are reaching out more . . . I feel good 
about my studies, as opposed to my first semester . . . I look ahead three or four 
weeks in the syllabus and see what's coming up. Whereas my first semester, I 
kind of tracked it by week by week.” 
 

 

Both Jennifer and Colleen felt that the pandemic encouraged faculty to be more 

intentional with their engagement efforts. In addition to instructor efforts, Colleen discussed 

how these efforts impacted her own level of engagement. Without discrediting the devastating 

and continuing impact of COVID-19, some students have seen a positive shift in student 

engagement efforts within their online programs.  
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 Students were asked, “Are you seeing any difference between the spring semester 

(2020) and now regarding student engagement in your program?”. They addressed both their 

personal levels of engagement, as well as efforts from their programs. Only two students, 

Jackie and Stephanie, did not experience any differences in engagement due to the pandemic. 

Regarding efforts from their instructors, most of the students’ responses included 

accommodation and flexibility, and improved communication (Table 4.10). Jackie did not 

notice any changes in engagement from the program as a whole and was disappointed in the 

inconsistency and the impact on her classmates. She said, “Some professors, care more about 

your mental health during this time, and some professors don't even acknowledge that 

something's happening.”  
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Table 4.10 

Key Changes in Instructor Engagement due to COVID-19 

Theme Student          Responses 
 

Accommodation and 
flexibility  

Marcus “I think the professors have been a little more forgiving 
in terms of hard deadlines and knowing things can come 
up . . . I think everyone's just a little more understanding 
right now . . . a little more lenient and realize that things 
aren't going to go as planned.” 
 

Jennifer “In spring and summer, I noticed a difference in overall 
expectations. I think we were in emergency mode, 
survival mode, to finish up spring and do summer. So 
they cut back on a lot of assignments condensed down 
just to be more accommodating.” 
 

Tiffany “The professor's grace . . . hey understand that we're all 
going through something, you know, this is a different 
time. So they have a little more grace. And that was with 
both of my professors.” 
 

Improved 
communication 

Denise “I feel that after COVID, I see more of them now. So 
check-ins. How are you? Are you doing? Are you okay? 
You know, what can I do? What's the next step? How 
can I help you? I would say personally, for me, that's 
something that has stood out after Covid. And that kind 
of I think it kind of goes back to my last question of 
saying that we all have the same needs, whether in 
person or not, you know, the check-in is really good, you 
know? 
 

Colleen “It seems a lot more engaging, and the instructors are 
reaching out more. So I feel like now I have a lot more 
positivity.” 
 

 
Many of the students noticed changes in their own, and their peers’, engagement 

efforts. Max, Amber, and Tiffany shared experiences of lower, or undesirable, engagement due 

to the pandemic. Max discussed the pandemic’s impact on his personal life, and often found 

himself skipping or putting less effort toward his assignments. He also said that he saw less 
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engagement from his peers on the discussion boards since the onset of the pandemic. Amber 

discussed the new life changes and their impact on her academics. She said,  

I've gone from being by myself and being able to study all the time, to living with my 
parents. Needing to be available for them at different times of the day . . . those kinds of 
things. I have more distractions, ironically, with less going on. 
 

Tiffany described the “only negative” as being a “sense of angst” among her and her 

classmates. She said that the angst is due to the uncertainty and instability that the pandemic 

has created with some of her classmates losing their jobs and now having to teach their 

children at home. On the other hand, both Denise and Colleen said that their engagement 

efforts have increased during the pandemic. Denise mentioned because her life had changed so 

much, she had to hold herself more accountable and be more intentional with her work. 

Colleen briefly mentioned “Zoom fatigue” from attending more video conferences at her job. 

However, she noticed a positive change in her engagement from the spring semester to the fall 

semester. She credited this positive change due to her feeling more supported by her instructors 

this semester. Student experiences and perceptions of the pandemic varied, but they 

collectively felt that it has had both beneficial and adverse impacts on online learners.  

Discussion 

Summary of Findings 

How do Online Students Define Student Engagement?  

 Online students tended to view student engagement as being behavioral in nature. They 

frequently aligned engagement with both peer-to-peer and peer-to-faculty interactivity. Key 

descriptors of behavioral engagement, such as on-task attention, effort, and persistence (Reeve 

& Tseng, 2011), were the most prevalent among the student definitions. Some students 

discussed areas of motivation and interest as key factors of students’ engagement. Mostly, 
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online students did not decipher key differences of engagement between online and face-to-

face courses. While these students viewed the core definition as the same, some acknowledged 

that the promotion and manifestation of engagement can differ between the two learning 

platforms. Collectively, the students desired engagement and viewed it as a means to success 

and satisfaction.   

Figure 4.3 

Frequent Descriptors of Student Definitions  

 

Research Implication. Researchers must continue to analyze what student engagement 

is and what student engagement is not. Ultimately, a widely-accepted definition should be 

developed and used in the literature in order to accurately examine and advance both online 

and traditional student engagement efforts. Using the various domains of engagement— 

behavioral, cognitive, emotional, and agentic—researchers should study experiences with and 

perceptions of engagement to development a data-rich consensus. Although experiences and 

perceptions of engagement differed among students, using a common definition as the 

foundation of future research will yield more accurate and applicable data.  
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Practice Implication. Implementing and encouraging student engagement is a key 

indicator of successful pedagogy (Blakey & Major, 2019). Instructors should understand that 

students view and experience engagement based on their individual learner composition and 

needs. Knowing that students’ primarily view engagement as being interactive, but also 

experience it as motivational, stimulating, and proactive, instructors can construct a common 

acceptance that correlates to their students’ needs and expectations.  

What Features and Experiences of Online Learning do Students Find Engaging? 

 Students’ experiences of engagement go beyond the scope of their provided definitions. 

When recounting engaging experiences, students credited the role of the instructor to both 

facilitate and support engagement opportunities. Online students need and expect instructors to 

communicate frequently, provide chances for collaboration and critical thinking, be flexible 

and accommodating, and nurture the social fabric of the course. Online students view student 

engagement as a shared responsibility between faculty and students. They said that the 

instructor must provide, promote, and support engagement, while students must reciprocate 

such efforts.   

 Given the number of working students, many desire opportunities for professional 

advancement through relatable and applicable content. They viewed the opportunity to interact 

with peers with similar and different career aspirations as particularly engaging and significant. 

When presented with content or assignments that they found irrelevant, they were less likely to 

engage. Often, a cohort of similar ambitions can lead to a positive sense of community among 

the course constituents. By nature of distance learning, online students lack the opportunity to 

interact in-person, so a course that promotes discussion, interaction, and collaboration is 

especially crucial for engagement. Online learning can often result in burnout (Mheidly et al., 
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2020), meaning that students must be motivated and stimulated in order to engage. Online 

students want to be engaged, and need support, motivation, and opportunities to do so. 

Research Implication. Researchers should continue to explore experiences and 

strategies that online students find engaging. Such studies should be situated in various 

settings, given the diverse demographics and psychographics of online students. While this 

study produced similarities, no two students’ experiences and opinions were exactly the same. 

Additionally, these students’ experiences were in the context of an online graduate program in 

education. Therefore, these student experiences should not be viewed as universal. 

Furthermore, future research should extend beyond descriptors of behavioral engagement, as 

students will often describe engagement experiences also including domains of intellectual, 

expressive, and self-accountable engagement.  

Practice Implication. Educators should understand what students find engaging and 

provide such opportunities. Similarly, educators should learn what the common hindrances to 

engagement are and work to lessen or eliminate such obstacles. Online learners are unique in 

that many are considered non-traditional, and they often have varying motivations and 

expectations from the course. Those stimuli and desires must be considered when developing 

and facilitating an online course.  

What are the Attitudes Toward Student Engagement Efforts in Online Classes?  

 Students were generally satisfied with student engagement efforts in their online 

courses. While there were a mix of both sufficient and disappointing experiences, most 

students concluded that their online programs had met their expectations for student 

engagement. Largely, the students based their levels of satisfaction on interactions with the 

instructors. While many experiences of satisfaction were connected to positive instructor 
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interactions, some students were frustrated at the inconsistent standard of engagement among 

the instructors in their online programs. Additionally, the importance of content being relevant 

and relatable reappeared in students’ attitudes and experiences. Most students recognized the 

programs’ intention to engage their students. However, the students’ recounted experiences 

varied as to whether those efforts were effective. Engagement efforts aside, many students 

voiced a general contentment given the flexible nature of online learning supporting their 

needs as nontraditional learners.  

Research Implication. Researchers should understand the value in considering and 

positioning studies from the perspectives of online students. Online students are the key 

constituents of online engagement efforts, and their experiences of approval and displeasure 

should be taken into account. Research assessing, measuring, or describing online student 

engagement through the voices of the students can provide a means to better facilitate online 

engagement.   

Practice Implication. Online students want to be engaged. Therefore, instructors 

should present and foster opportunities for engagement. Knowing that online students often 

correlate optimal engagement with faculty interactions, instructors should be both proactively 

and reactively available for their students. Additionally, educators should understand that many 

online students specifically choose online learning due to its flexible nature. If the online 

course does not provide such flexibility and accommodation, online students will likely be 

displeased.  

Conclusion 

This study found that online students aligned student engagement with satisfaction and 

success in online learning. The findings showed that students mainly want to be connected to 
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the course content and the course members. Additionally, many students describe the role of 

the instructor as the foundation of many positive and adverse experiences with online learning. 

This study can provide insight for those developing and teaching online courses to equip online 

learners to connect, think critically, and succeed. The flexible nature of online learning can 

serve as a double-edged sword for its stakeholders, especially for nontraditional graduate 

students. We should consider these advantages and hindrances, as described and experienced 

by students, as we develop more meaningful and richer learning opportunities for online 

education. 
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 The purpose of this three-article, qualitative dissertation was to examine student 

engagement from the perspectives and experiences of online students. The goal was to 

construct a study to examine the decisions and motivations toward student engagement efforts 

in online classrooms. This chapter includes the discussion of collective findings related to the 

definition of student engagement, experiences of student engagement, and features of student 

engagement in online courses. The findings may be of particular value to higher education 

instructors and administrators as they construct and advance online learning initiatives. This 

chapter also comprises a discussion of major findings from each study, implications for 

practice, and recommendations for future research to support engagement initiatives in this 

ever-growing sector of higher education.  

 The chapter contains discussions and recommendation to help address and advance the 

following research questions:  

Research Question 1. How do online students define student engagement in online 

courses?   

Research Question 2. What features of online learning do students find engaging?  

Research Question 3. What experiences of online learning to students find engaging?  

Discussion of Major Findings 

 The first phase of this dissertation study, Chapter II, was a descriptive qualitative study 

that sought to understand how online students conceptualized and experienced engagement. 
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Prior data showed that online education was growing in both the quantity of students and the 

extent of importance from the perspective of higher education institutions. Accompanying that 

growth was the parallel advancement of frustration with and criticism of online learning 

(Rogers-Stacy et al., 2017). Empirical logic suggested a further examination of student 

engagement in online education, particularly from the perspective of the main stakeholders of 

engagement: the students. There was also a discrepancy of student engagement meanings 

between students and faculty, so Reeve and Tseng’s (2011) four aspects of student engagement 

(behavioral, emotional, cognitive, and agentic) were the most appropriate to guide this study. 

Interestingly, the researchers found that both cognitive and emotional engagement had to first 

take place in order for students to demonstrate behavioral and agentic engagement. Three key 

engaged behaviors that the students described were showing, interacting with others, and 

exercising self-management and agency. Furthermore, student engagement is a shared 

responsivity between both online faculty and students. This study provided further insight to 

online students’ descriptions and experiences of student engagement, but also identified areas 

for prospective research. 

 The findings from Chapter II laid the foundation for the following studies in Chapters 

III and IV. While the initial study directly addressed online students’ perspectives and 

experiences with engagement, the inability to ask follow-up questions and provide clarification 

exposed an opportunity. Furthermore, there appeared to be a need to reexamine prior research 

on student engagement, but specifically review articles whose research participants were online 

students. Chapter III was a qualitative synthesis that revealed how students conceptualized 

engagement in online courses and identified which elements they found to be engaging. The 

need for a systematic review, specifically a qualitative synthesis, was crucial in examining 
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prior data-rich findings of student accounts in conjunction with the dissertation’s research 

questions. This qualitative synthesis identified and examined 43 qualitative or mixed-method, 

peer-reviewed research reports on student engagement, online learning, and student attitudes 

that were published between 2016 and 2020. Findings from each study were extracted to 

specifically document findings from the perspectives of online students. Affirmed by students 

on online courses, the following themes were produced.  

Tools for Student Engagement 

Students wanted and valued tools, such as discussion boards, that provide opportunities 

for peer interaction. Also, they found short videos featuring the instructor to be both personal 

and effective.  

Course Features of Student Engagement 

Students wanted and valued courses that promoted interactivity between all course 

members. They especially wanted this interactivity to serve as the basis for learning 

communities. Correspondingly, students valued relatable and applicable content that would 

support their professional development.  

The Faculty and Students’ Unique Roles in Student Engagement 

Students viewed student engagement as a shared responsibility between students and 

faculty. Most suggested that the faculty should offer and support an environment for 

engagement and students should, in turn, play an active role in their learning.  

Satisfaction and Dissatisfaction With Student Engagement 

There was both satisfaction and dissatisfaction with student engagement among online 

learners. Disappointment and frustration stemmed from technical difficulties and heavy 
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workloads. Students who reported positive experiences of engagement were vague in their 

responses.  

Chapter III also found that there is little agreement, among the synthesized articles, on a 

definition of student engagement. Of the articles that did provide a description, slightly more 

than one-fourth, no two articles provided the same definition. The provided descriptions were 

more behavioral in nature, which impacted the survey methods and findings of their respective 

studies. Such findings influenced the third study of this dissertation by showing the need to ask 

online students to define student engagement, but also to embed all four of Reeve and Tseng’s 

(2011) aspects of student engagement in the interview questions to generate richer data and 

avoid researcher bias. Revisiting Chapter II, one takeaway was to create a case study for the 

final article. Given the differences of online learners in general, two new graduate programs in 

education were chosen to identify commonalities from those who experienced similar online 

course offerings.  

Chapter IV was a case study that aimed to understand attitudes toward and experiences 

with student engagement from students in two new online graduate programs in education. 

Using the implications from Chapters II and Chapter III, semi-structured interviews were 

conducted to address their descriptions of and experiences with student engagement. Similar to 

Chapter III, most students identified their effort and motivation as key drivers of student 

engagement. Also, most identified student engagement, in its various forms, as a requisite for 

student achievement. The students were especially vocal about the role of the instructor. 

Throughout the interviews, the students discussed teacher presence as a critical component of 

their experience. Similarly, students described their peers’ personalities and backgrounds as 

being either an enhancement to, or interference with, engagement. The researcher found that 
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because most students are nontraditional and working, an online course should be flexible in 

nature and provide opportunities for professional development. Mostly, students recognize 

their programs’ efforts for engagement and reported feelings of satisfaction.  

Implications for Practice 

 Several implications emerged from this study regarding student engagement and online 

learning. In Chapter II, it was evident that higher education administrators need to build and 

apply policies that encourage online faculty to construct efforts for student engagement. In 

order for students to be agents of their engagement, they need more opportunities to do so. 

Faculty have cited lack of initial and on-going training as a key frustration with developing and 

teaching online courses (Allen et al., 2016). Instructional designers should support online 

teachers in making their courses more engaging by first understanding what online students 

find engaging. The findings of this particular study indicated that strategies must incorporate 

cognitive prompts with emotional motivation in order to encourage online students to engage. 

Strategies (Figure 5.1) for distance learning administrators to support faculty and promote 

student engagement are as follows. 

Figure 5.1 

Strategies for Distance Learning Administrators  

 

 The qualitative synthesis of literature on student engagement and online learner 

experiences, Chapter III, affirmed that experiences in online learning vary. The notion of 

Empower 
online faculty to 
use pedagogies 
that... 

• Are student-led
• Empower students in the pedagogical process
• Allow students to connect their personal interests to course content
• Simulate reality
• Have students create authentic products
• Are varied and require documented student action
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student engagement was not universally referenced in the reviewed studies. Student 

engagement is a key component to effective teaching and learning (Blakey & Major, 2019) and 

should be understood prior to developing and teaching an online course. Students should be at 

the forefront of this development, as they are the beneficiaries of online learning and want to 

be engaged. Understanding the nature of online students can be helpful in designing more 

meaningful, relevant, and applicable learning. Essentially, an online course is an experience for 

the advantage and advancement of online learners.  

 In Chapter IV, using a case study model, a more defined group of online learners was 

studied. These graduate students viewed student engagement, mainly, as peer-to-peer and 

faculty-to-student interactivity that evokes motivation. As faculty develop meaningful and 

applicable online coursework for their students, the students’ construct of engagement should 

be considered. In addition to the students’ construct of engagement, educators need to know 

common interferences to engagement and work to lessen such hurdles. No two online non-

traditional students are alike, and individual motivations and expectations should identified 

when developing and teaching an online course.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

 The recommendations for further research focus on establishing an all-encompassing 

and widely accepted definition of student engagement. In pursuit of this definition, researchers 

should consider the main beneficiaries of engagement efforts: the students. Future studies 

should examine what students find and do not find engaging based on their experiences in 

courses. Furthermore, this research needs to examine a multi-dimensional concept of 

engagement. Past engagement recollections from students are largely from a behavioral lens. 

Likewise, many researchers viewed and presented student engagement as mostly behavioral 
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construct (Blakey, 2021). Using Reeve and Tseng’s (2011) four-component model of 

engagement as the foundation to investigate engaging experiences can yield in richer data that 

go beyond students’ preliminary interpretations. The notion of student engagement is complex 

and lacks a comprehensive recognition, thus it needs a parallel research approach that yields 

comprehensive and complex data. Essentially, in order for educators to augment and support 

student engagement, researchers should identify exactly what needs to be augmented and 

supported.  

Online learning is often criticized for lacking student engagement; therefore, we must 

thoroughly understand it in order to address it. (Chakraborty & Nafukho, 2014). Future 

research on learner engagement should include and distinguish distance learners. Most online 

students are non-traditional (Clinefelter et al., 2019) and have challenges and motivations that 

are unlike those of on-campus students. Furthermore, a case study approach may be best in 

exploring online student experiences, as the criteria of being a non-traditional student is broad. 

No two online students are the same, so examining online students who share similar 

circumstances may generate a more accurate representation of the participants.  

Conclusion 

 In this three-article dissertation, I framed research questions that examined student 

experiences with, and perceptions of, student engagement in online education. Using two 

descriptive qualitative studies and a qualitative synthesis of literature, comprehensive data 

were analyzed to determine how students viewed and experienced engagement in their online 

courses. The findings revealed that online students value and desire engagement, although it 

may be experienced differently in online education. According to the students in this study, the 

role of the instructor was critical to their experience. This dissertation will be valuable and can 
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serve as a basis for further investigating experiences of online student engagement. As online 

enrollments continue to outpace on-campus enrollment (Seaman et al., 2018), a further 

understanding and deciphering of student experiences in online courses is essential.  
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Student Engagement Questionnaire (Chapter II) 

 
Start of Block: Consent 
 
Q1 UNIVERSITY OF ALABAMA  HUMAN RESEARCH PROTECTION PROGRAM    
Informed Consent for a Non-Medical Study  Study title: Student Engagement: Faculty and Student 
Perspectives    PI: Claire Major, Department Chair & Professor, Educational Leadership, Policy, and 
Technology Studies 
  
   Co-PI: Carla Hugg Blakey, Sports Hospitality Instructor & PhD Student in Educational Leadership, 
Policy, and Technology Studies 
  
You are being asked to take part in a research study being led by researchers at the University of 
Alabama. The study is about higher education faculty and student perceptions of “student engagement.” 
Although the term “engagement” is bandied about regularly in higher education circles, when it comes 
to it, student engagement is a difficult concept to nail down. In this exploratory descriptive qualitative 
study, we will seek to discover how faculty and students conceptualize student engagement, and that is 
why we are asking for your participation. Our research questions are as follows: How do faculty 
describe student engagement? 
 How do they seek to engage students in class? 
 How do students describe student engagement? 
 What particular activities in courses do they find engaging?    You have been asked to be in this study 
because you are either a faculty member or student in higher education. Participants should be adults 
aged 18 or older. The only cost to you from this study is your time. You will not be compensated for 
being in this study. Although you will receive no tangible benefits for participating in this research, it is 
likely that you may have raised awareness and a better understanding of student engagement in higher 
education. There are no anticipated risks to your participation in this study. 
  
If you agree to be in this study, you will be asked to complete this open-ended survey to provide project 
personnel with information about your experiences, thoughts, perceptions, understanding, and ideas as 
they relate to student engagement. This survey should take no more than 20 minutes. All feedback that 
you provide will be kept confidential. No identifying remarks or comments are provided to the project 
team. Taking part in this study is voluntary. It is your free choice. You can refuse to be in it at all. If 
you start the study, you can stop at any time. You do not have to answer any questions you do not want 
to. Your participation or your choice to not participate will not affect your relations with the University 
of Alabama. If you have questions, concerns, or complaints about the study later on, please call Claire 
Major at 205-348-1152 or cmajor@ua.edu. If you have questions about your rights as a person in a 
research study, call Ms. Tanta Myles, the Research Compliance Officer of the University, at 205-348-
8461 or toll-free at 1-877-820-3066. You may also ask questions, make suggestions, or file complaints 
and concerns through the IRB Outreach website at http://osp.ua.edu/site/PRCO_Welcome.html or email 
us at participantoutreach@bama.ua.edu. After you participate, you are encouraged to complete the 
survey for research participants that is online at the outreach website, or you may ask the investigator 
for a copy of it and mail it to the University Office for Research Compliance, Box 870104, 152 Rose 
Administration Building, Tuscaloosa, AL 35487-0104.  By clicking the button to begin the study, you 
are indicating your consent to participate.   
 
 

End of Block: Consent 
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Start of Block: Student Demographic Questions 
 
Q2 Please select your current status from the below options.  

o Undergraduate Student (freshman, sophomore, junior or senior)  (1)  

o Graduate Student (Master's or Doctorate)  (2)  

o Professional Student (i.e., Law, Medicine, Nursing, etc.)  (3)  

o Other (Fill in the blank)  (4)  
 
 
Q3 Please select your classification from the below. If you are taking both residential and 
online courses, please select your primary (most frequent) method of course-delivery. 

o Residential student (Most courses are taught in-person, on-campus) (1)  

o Online student (Most courses are taken online) (2)  
 
 
 
Q4 Part-time student or full-time student? 

o Part-time (Fill in the blank: Average credit hours taken per semester)  (1)  

o Full-time (Fill in the blank: Average credit hours taken per semester)  (2)  
 
 
Q5 What is your major (and minor if applicable) and/or area of study? Please use the below 
space to type your response (fill in the blank). 
 
 
 



 
 

161 

Q6 Gender: 

o Male  (1)  

o Female  (2)  

o Transgender (Fill in the blank)  (3)  

o Another gender identity (Fill in the blank)  (4)  

o Choose not to disclose  (5)  
 
 
 
Q7 Ethnicity: (Select all that apply) 

▢ White  (1)  

▢ Black or African American  (2)  

▢ American Indian or Alaska Native  (3)  

▢ Asian  (4)  

▢ Hispanic  (9)  

▢ Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander  (5)  

▢ Multiracial  (6)  

▢ Other:  (7) ________________________________________________ 

▢ Choose not to disclose  (8)  
 

End of Block: Student Demographic Questions 
 

Start of Block: Student Questions on Student Engagement 
 
Q 
Please answer the below questions based on your personal beliefs and experiences. There aren't 
any right or wrong responses. If you have never taken an online course, please leave the 
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associated question boxes blank. Additionally, if you have never taken an on-site (face-to-face) 
course, please leave the associated question boxes blank. Thank you! 
 
 
 
Q1 Please define the term "student engagement." 
 
 
Q2 Tell me about a time you found yourself particularly engaged in an on-site (face-to-face) 
college-level course. What was going on? What was so engaging about the experience? 
 
 
 
Q3 Tell me about a time you found yourself particularly engaged in an online college-level 
course. What was going on? What was so engaging about the experience? (Leave blank if you 
have never taken an online course) 
 
 
 
Q4 What can students do to engage in learning for an on-site (face-to-face) course? 
 
 
 
Q5 What can students do to engage in learning for an online course?  
 
 
 
Q6 What can professors do to encourage student engagement in on-site (face-to-face) 
learning? 
 
 
 
Q7 What can professors do to encourage student engagement in online learning? 
 
 
 
Q8 What percentage of the responsibility for student engagement in a course is on the student? 
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Q9 What percentage of the responsibility for student engagement in a course is on the 
professor/instructor? 
 
 
 
Q  
To submit your survey responses, please click on the below arrow icon. 
 

End of Block: Student Questions on Student Engagement 
 

Start of Block: Conclusion 
 
Q21 Thank you for participating in this survey on student engagement. Again, if you have 
questions, concerns, or complaints about the study later on, please call Claire Major at 205-
348-1152. If you have questions about your rights as a person in a research study, call Ms. 
Tanta Myles, the Research Compliance Officer of the University, at 205-348-8461 or toll-free 
at 1-877-820-3066. You may also ask questions, make suggestions, or file complaints and 
concerns through the IRB Outreach website at http://osp.ua.edu/site/PRCO_Welcome.html or 
email us at participantoutreach@bama.ua.edu.  You are encouraged to complete the survey for 
research participants that is online at the outreach website, or you may ask the investigator for 
a copy of it and mail it to the University Office for Research Compliance, Box 870104, 152 
Rose Administration Building, Tuscaloosa, AL 35487-0104. 
 

End of Block: Conclusion 
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Types of Engagement—Reeve & Tseng (2011) 
 

Author(s) & Year B C E A 

Ahn, B., & Bir, D. D. (2018) 1 1   
Athens, W. (2018). 1 1 1  
Bigatel, P., & Edel-Malizia, S. (2018). 1 1 1  
Blakey, C. H., & Major, C. H. (2019).  1 1  
Buelow, J. R., Barry, T., & Rich, L. E. (2018).  1  1  
Charbonneau-Gowdy, P. (2018) 1    
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Choe, R. C., Scuric, Z., Eshkol, E., Cruser, S., Arndt, A., Cox, R., & Crosbie, R. H. 
(2019) 
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Sullivan, D. P. (2016). 1    
Thompson, V. L., & McDowell, Y. L. (2019).  1 1 1 1 
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Articles that mention behavioral (B) in findings:    34 (80.9%) 
Articles that mention cognitive (C) in findings:    23 (54.7%) 
Articles that mention emotional (E) in findings:    19 (45.2%) 
Articles that mention agentic (A) in findings:    7 (16.6%) 
Articles that mention all four domains (BCEA) in findings:    3 (7.1% 



 
 

171 

 

 

 
APPENDIX D 

LETTER OF APPROVAL 
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APPENDIX E 

IRB APPROVAL 
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APPENDIX F 

CHAPTER IV: SEMI-STRUCTED INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
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Semi-Structured Interview Questions  
 
Demographic & Student Information:  
 

• How would you identify your gender? (May choose not to disclose) 
• Ethnicity? (May choose not to disclose) 
• Age? (May choose not to disclose) 
• Undergraduate degree & year? 
• Program of study? 
• Number of years in the program?  
• Is this the first online program you’ve been enrolled in?  

1. How do you define the term “student engagement”?  
  
2. Would you consider your provided definition/description to be the same in both online and 
traditional, face-to-face courses?  
 
3. Has there been a time in your current online program when you found yourself particularly 
engaged? What was going on? What was so engaging about that experience?  
 
4. What can students do to engage in learning in an online course?  
 
5. What can faculty members do to encourage student engagement in learning within an online 
course?  
 
6. What percentage of responsibility for student engagement in a course is on the student? 
What percentage of responsibility is on the faculty member?  
 
7. What encourages you to participate in your online courses? What prevents you from 
participating?  
 
8. What makes you want to engage intellectually with information, ideas and concepts, or skills 
in an online course? What makes you not want to? 
 
9. What makes you want to engage with peers in an online course? What makes you not want 
to?  
 
10. What makes you enthusiastic about your learning in the online program? What discourages 
you from learning? 
 
11. How do you describe the student engagement initiatives in your current online, graduate 
program?  
 
12. Discuss COVID-19:  
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CHAPTER IV: SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW QUESTIONS AND 
CORRESPONDING DOMAIN OF ENGAGEMENT (REEVE & TSENG, 2011) 
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***While the above questions were constructed specifically to address the four domains of engagement, responses to all questions were 
transcribed and coded based on the descriptors (Reeve & Tseng, 2011) of each domain.  

• What encourages you to participate in your online courses? 
• What prevents you from participating? Behavioral Engagement

• What makes you want to engage intellectually with 
information, ideas and concepts, or skills in an online course? 

• What makes you not want to?
Cognitive Engagement

• What makes you enthusiastic about your learning in the 
online program?

• What discourages you from learning?
Emotional Engagement

• What percentage of responsibility for student engagement in 
a course is on the student? 

• What can students do to engage in learning in an online 
course? 

Agentic Engagement


