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Editorial
Online education provides more flexible opportunities 
for adult learners to continue their education, however, 
there are still factors challenging them to engage in 
the educational process and succeed. The demand for 
online education significantly increased during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Online education is now part 
of almost all higher education institutions. About 40 
percent of students enrolled in U.S. higher education, 
during 2020-2028, are adults over the age of 25 
according to National Center for Education Statistics. 
Such a high percentage of adult learners and demand 
for online education call for further investigating adult 
learners’ issues in online education. 

In response to this crucial call, the Center for 
Educational and Instructional Technology (CEITR) 
at the College of Doctoral Studies hosted this current 
special edition of the Phoenix Scholar that focuses 
on exploring adult learners’ teaching and learning 
challenges and approaches. We included a collection 
of interesting manuscripts from the University of 
Phoenix leaders, faculty members, students, and 
graduates. The authors explored various approaches 
to improve online education and better serve adult 
learners. 

In this edition, you will enjoy learning about a group 
of leaders’ study at the College of General Studies 
on creating a philosophical framework aligned 
with tools such as zyBooks to improve student 
attrition. The University of Phoenix assessment and 
evaluation manager reported details on evaluating 
a new curriculum design that is career-relevant and 
skill aligned for undergraduate general education 
courses. Faculty members described Hyperflex, 
effective feedback approaches, teaching strategies, 
and challenges of teaching online courses for adult 
learners. 

Furthermore, some of our faculty and graduates 
explored strategies to enhance retention for 
nontraditional students, fostering a growth mindset 
and enhancing belonging. Other authors focused 
on discussing how to incorporate technology 

to enhance learning particularly by integrating 
Artificial Intelligence and Metaverse. A couple of 
our doctoral graduates shared the synopses of their 
dissertations related to intercultural sensitivities in 
higher education and the role of distance education 
in enhancing the accessibility of higher education 
for adult learners. Finally, the authors discussed 
the importance of enhancing career-relevant skills 
for adult learners, the type of soft skills on demand 
for remote workers, and reskilling and upskilling 
students. 

This edition sheds light on some of the current issues 
and approaches related to adult learners’ teaching, 
learning, curricula, and skill development in online 
higher education. I encourage you to review the 
insightful articles and apply their suggestions to your 
teaching and learning.  

Sincerely,

Mansureh Kebritchi, Ph.D.
Center for Educational and Instructional 
Technology (CEITR)
College of Doctoral Studies
University of Phoenix

http://National Center for Education Statistics
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C R E A T I N G  L E A R N I N G  E N V I R O N M E N T S
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Online Product to Create 
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Online Asynchronous 
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Associate Dean  
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Jim Bruno, MBA 
Curriculum Manager 
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Associate Dean 
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Abstract
Selecting tools for the delivery of online asynchronous 
undergraduate instruction can be a challenge. 
To address this challenge, first, a philosophical 
framework for instruction should be developed to 
make explicit what an institution assumes to be true 
about student knowledge and learning. Education 
research offers many theoretical constructs that can 
be used to construct such a philosophical framework. 
Second, an online learning product consistent with 
the philosophical framework must be selected. 
If an online learning product conflicts with the 
philosophical framework, the course design will fall 
short of alignment with the philosophical framework. 
In this action research project, seven undergraduate 
general education courses were designed using a 
philosophical framework within a custom-authoring 
online learning product. Use of the Instructor Created 
Content feature from zyBooks allowed enhanced 
levels of implementation of our philosophical 
framework as compared with prior learning platforms 
(implementation gains ranging from 14.8% to 42.4%). 
The enhanced implementation resulted in reduced 
student attrition in all seven courses (attrition 
reductions of 1.8% to 17.6%). 

 

Problem
In order for students to be prepared to enter the 
workforce, students must be supported throughout 
their educational experience. Seminal education 
theory can guide instructional choices to support 
this preparation. Grounding instructional choices in 
educational theory and research help ensure students 
develop working models of knowledge that will serve 
them as employees and allow them to fill the skill gaps 
that employers have identified. 

Creating scalable online asynchronous learning 
environments grounded in educational theory can be 
challenging. Many online learning products and tools 
are in conflict with or create barriers to, implementing 
learning strategies consistent with educational theory 
(Osler & Wright, 2015). As a result, the theory-to-
practice gap in online education remains considerable. 
The impacts of this gap are highlighted by the often-
reported misalignment between industry employers’ 
needs and the outcomes at institutions of higher 
education (Kumas, 2022; MIT Open Learning, 2021). 

Those responsible for selecting online learning 
products are often confused because many products 
highlight the multiple ways they are grounded in 
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research. In many cases, those claims are accurate. 
Some online learning products align to theories and 
research related to information processing (Pearson 
Inc., 2022; McGrawHill, 2022), while others do 
not specify the theories in which their research is 
grounded (John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 2022). Information 
processing research and frameworks support the idea 
that information is processed by being broken down 
into a series of complex steps. While understanding 
this algorithmic approach to learning can be helpful, 
it does not support the application and transfer 
of knowledge. As a result, instructional strategies 
grounded solely in information processing research 
may not prepare students with skills needed to enter 
the ever-changing, socially situated, and complex 
workforce where a deep, conceptual understanding of 
multiple constructs is required. 

Education research addresses those complexities in 
the context of educational systems and environments. 
Education research relies on interdisciplinary works 
from fields like psychology, neuroscience, sociology, 
and linguistics. The American Educational Research 
Association defines education research as follows:

Education research is the scientific field of study 
that examines education and learning processes 
and the human attributes, interactions, 
organizations, and institutions that shape 
educational outcomes. Scholarship in the field 
seeks to describe, understand, and explain 
how learning takes place throughout a person’s 
life and how formal and informal contexts of 
education affect all forms of learning. Education 
research embraces the full spectrum of rigorous 
methods appropriate to the questions being 
asked and also drives the development of new 
tools and methods. (American Educational 
Research Association, 2022)

This action research project sought to explore whether 
creating and adhering to an education-research-based 
framework for learning is supportive of student 
success in higher education.

The goal of this action research was to answer the 
following research questions:

1. Can an online learning product be used
to enhance, and not conflict with, our
(educational research-based) philosophical
framework?

2. If we can create online asynchronous

classroom environments aligned with our 
philosophical framework, can student 
attrition be reduced?

Background
A gap has consistently been identified between 
employer needs and higher education outcomes 
(Hillman & Zipper, 2019). While graduates are often 
able to demonstrate evidence of knowledge in a 
specific industry, they frequently lack other skills 
employers expect. When businesses struggle to recruit 
and retain employees, the impact of this skills gap is 
magnified. A 2020 report identified the common skills 
most frequently listed on job postings for candidates 
with undergraduate degrees. These skills included 
management, operations, communications, customer 
service, leadership, sales, planning, scheduling, and 
problem-solving (Lightcast, 2022). Many of these skills 
involve complex human interactions and require 
knowledge synthesis and transfer. These skills and 
abilities might not be addressed through instructional 
frameworks grounded in information processing 
research, as discussed above. 

Our goal, as institutions of higher education, must be 
to help students develop functioning mental models so 
they can transition to a career and successfully apply 
their knowledge. A mental model framework, based 
in education research, highlights one way to prepare 
students for the workforce. In this framework, students 
create models to explain and predict phenomena. 
Models can vary greatly in simplicity; however, 
students must be able to provide 5 different types 
of explanations: (1) intentional explanations, which 
provide justification of relevance and importance; 
(2) descriptive explanations, which answer how the
phenomenon behaves; (3) interpretive explanations,
which enable classification and comparison to like
cases; (4) causative explanations, which answer what
causes the specific phenomenon; and (5) predictive
explanations, which allow predictions to be made
about like situations or similar phenomena (Gilbert,
Boulter, & Rutherford, 1998). Though even strong
models have limitations, if a model cannot offer
each type of explanation, it is deemed faulty. If we
focus on student learning through this framework of
model construction, it becomes apparent how the five
resulting explanations of a functioning mental model
support students as they apply what they have learned
in the classroom to workforce environments.
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A philosophical framework for an instruction serves 
as a representation of agreed-upon assumptions 
about learning. It can bring multiple stakeholders to 
consistency by explicitly defining what is believed to 
be true about how students learn and are successful. 
To explore how best to support student’ ability to 
create functioning mental models, we developed a 
philosophical framework. 

This framework was initially implemented in two 
undergraduate general education quantitative 
reasoning courses leveraged the course learning 
tool, zyBooks. Implementation proved favorable, and 
in both courses student attrition reduced, student 
performance on summative assessments improved, 
and positive student sentiment increased (Kelly, 
Bruno, Edgecomb, Vahid, & Gordon, 2022). This 
implementation demonstrated the zyBooks platform 
was consistent with our philosophical framework 
(Kelly, Bruno, Edgecomb, Vahid, & Gordon, 2022). 
Following this successful initial implementation, our 
philosophical framework was revisited for iteration.

Table 1 represents the adopted philosophical 
framework following revision. This revised framework 

Table 1 | Theoretical claims of the adopted 
philosophical framework.

is used to help consistently define what we view as 
knowledge, teaching, learning, and assessment. 
The framework helps inform our instructional 
choices across course features. By implementing this 
framework, we can attempt to maximize education 
theory and research-informed experiences, which 
support students from college through their careers. 

With this revised framework, we planned 
implementation in additional courses. For additional 
implementation, we needed a robust online learning 
product. A review of online learning products revealed 
many available options would conflict with our 
philosophical framework. We realized tremendous 
flexibility would be needed in an online learning 
product so the learning environment could be 
customized to align with our philosophical framework. 

We approached zyBooks and requested the ability to 
custom-author content within the zyBooks platform. 
They suggested we explore the Instructor Created 
Content (ICC) feature of zyBooks. In this product, 
institutions can author custom content within the 
zyBooks platform and leverage learning features 
like participation activities, automatic grade pass-
back, and data reporting as they exist in the standard 
zyBooks learning platform. By using ICC, the 
institution maintains intellectual ownership of the 
authored content and can quickly update content as 
needed. 

Initially, we assessed ICC for consistency with 
our philosophical framework. These findings are 
summarized in Table 2. The zyBooks platform is 
structured in a way that encourages information 
chunking by first explaining a concept with short text 
and then eliciting active learning from students by 
following the text with interactive questions designed 
to evoke thoughtful engagement with the concepts. 
Next, students are provided an opportunity to reflect 
on potential misconceptions by reading the feedback 
to their responses, which both address misconceptions 
and further explain the content. The back-and-forth 
nature of these interactive questions and feedback 
is a more conversational experience than traditional 
text. Instructor notes can also be embedded in the 
content, furthering the social nature of the learning 
environment and providing customization of advisory 
language. 

The zyBooks tool respects students’ time and cognitive 
load by providing access to content, assignments, 
and other embedded resources (i.e., videos) in one 
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location. Students are also able to track their own 
progress on content completion, which gives them a 
sense of ownership over their learning. When students 
revisit content, their prior answers to questions are 
not shown, which promotes more successful studying 
since students must engage more deeply to re-answer 
the questions rather than just looking at a short 
reminder of what the answer was.

Table 2 | zyBooks instructor created content feature 
alignment to philosophical framework.

In the ICC model, all components of the zyBooks 
content structure are customizable. This allows 
custom authoring of content, formative questioning, 
coaching, and advisory language.

We determined the flexibility of ICC was aligned to our 
philosophical framework, and course design could 
commence.

Method and Process
Seven undergraduate general education courses were 
identified for course design and revision with the 
use of ICC: GEN/201, SCI/163T, SCI/220T, ENV/100T, 
PSY/110, MTH/213, and MTH/214. In each case, 
course design was unique and based on the needs of 
students in the courses. In all cases, our philosophical 
framework was used to guide course design. Since use 
of ICC requires substantial content authoring, and due 
to the diverse nature of the courses, implementation 
of our philosophical framework was different in each 
course. 

Table 3 | Course design processes using ICC.

Table 3 outlines some of the strategies and key 
features associated with course design. The use of 
ICC allowed the implementation of diverse design 
processes, course intentions, instructional strategies, 
and outcomes. While all cases were consistent with 
our framework, ICC allowed us to implement the 
framework in ways that were varied. 

Use of the ICC tool ranged from fully authoring all 
custom course content to creating a consistent space 
for students to access curated content and complete 
formative assignments. All design choices were 
guided by our philosophical framework. However, 
for pragmatic reasons, it was not realistic to expect 
complete alignment. Some factors that impeded 
the implementation of various components of our 
framework included system constraints within the 
University’s learning management system, course 
scheduling, opportunities to deploy assessments, 
and policies guiding student/faculty attendance and 
required engagement. As a result, opportunities for 
framework implementation were determined by those 
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involved in each distinct course revision. Following 
implementation, we needed a way to assess the extent 
of implementation of the framework in each course. 
After courses were designed, they were scored for 
their level of implementation of our philosophical 
framework by using our Philosophical Framework 
Inventory.

 

Philosophical Framework Inventory
Our Philosophical Framework Inventory guided course 
development and assessed the degree of philosophical 
framework implementation in a particular course. 
The inventory identified course features that can be 
changed in online undergraduate general education 
courses. The course features identified, listed in Table 
4, were advisory language, discussion questions, 
content resources, formative assignments, and 
summative assessments.

Table 4 | Course features for course design.

For each course feature, we created criteria to assess 
the level of philosophical framework implementation 
that existed, shown in Table 5. Each course feature 
was assessed for each construct in our philosophical 
framework and received a rating from 0-2 (0=Evidence 
from Framework Not Present, 1=Some Evidence 
from Framework Present, 2=Strong Evidence from 

Framework Present). A possible score range of 0-60 
was possible for each assessed course, with a score of 
0 indicating no evidence of philosophical framework 
implementation within the course and a score of 60 
indicating strong evidence of philosophical framework 
implementation.

Table 5 | Philosophical framework inventory.

A team of college leaders familiar with our 
philosophical framework and course design scored 
each course according to the inventory. Each 
criterion was discussed, evidence from the course 
was presented, and the discussion continued until 
consensus was achieved.

 

Student Attrition Rate
The student attrition rate was defined as the 
percentage of students earning an F grade or 
withdrawing from the course. Attrition rates were 
collected for the first 2 months after launching the 
revised course with the implemented philosophical 
framework. These attrition rates were named 
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Post-Implementation. For historical comparison, 
we collected the same 2 months attrition rate the 
previous year for each course and called this Pre-
Implementation. Pre- and Post-Implementation rates 
were compared to provide insights into the potential 
effect of the implementation of our philosophical 
framework on student attrition. To better understand 
and make comparisons, a normalized gain was 
calculated for each set of attrition rates (Hake, 1998). 

Philosophical Framework Inventory scores and 
student attrition rates were examined to understand 
the changes that occurred as a result of the course 
design that implemented our philosophical 
framework. 

 

Results and Discussion
Philosophical Framework Inventory scores for the 
7 revised courses were collected and are shown in 
Table 6. For each of the 7 courses, there was at least 
some evidence of each theoretical construct from the 
framework present. Scores ranged from 31-51.

Table 6 | Philosophical framework inventory score by 
theoretical construct.

Scoring made apparent certain aspects of our 
philosophical framework were more prominent in 
some courses. For example, in the entry-point courses 
(GEN/201 and PSY/110), there was a greater emphasis 
on academic self-concept than in other courses. Those 
involved in course design confirmed this intention. 
The focus of the revision was to support new students 
as they were onboarded to the college environment. 
Emphasis was placed on supporting students to feel a 

sense of belonging and identify as successful members 
of the academic community. The mathematics courses 
for elementary educators (MTH/213 and MTH/214) 
focused on supporting elementary math teachers with 
understanding conceptual processes for early learners 
of mathematics. As a result, conceptual understanding 
and attention to metacognitive approaches were 
emphasized. The varied scoring results reflect the 
flexibility and ability of ICC to emphasize theoretical 
constructs in diverse ways to maximize the likelihood 
of success for students in each course. 

To explore trends in the level of implementation of 
our Philosophical Framework among course features, 
implementation scores were examined for each 
course feature and are shown in Table 7. It became 
apparent that discussion questions were most often in 
strong alignment with our philosophical framework, 
while much lower levels of implementation existed in 
advisory language within the courses. 

Table 7 | Philosophical framework inventory score by 
course feature.

Upon initial review, it seemed ICC was a learning tool 
that supported implementation of our Philosophical 
Framework. It did not have features or constraints that 
were in conflict with the framework. Additionally, it 
allowed use of diverse instructional strategies and the 
flexibility to emphasize different components of the 
framework. 

Prior to answering the first research question, a 
historical review of Pre-Implementation courses 
was conducted. Table 8 shows the online learning 
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product used in the Pre-Implementation version of 
the course, Pre- and Post-Implementation scores 
from our Philosophical Framework Inventory, and the 
normalized gains from revision. These normalized 
gains represent the difference between evidence of 
our philosophical framework in the old and revised 
versions of each course. Names of online learning 
products were replaced with placeholder names for the 
purpose of disseminating the results of this work.

Table 8 | Pre and post-implementation scores on 
philosophical framework inventory.

Levels of implementation of our philosophical 
framework increased in every course using 
ICC and custom-authored content. Increases in 
implementation ranged from 14.8%-42.4%. Our 
Philosophical Framework Inventory scores serve as 
data that the ICC tool allowed greater levels of our 
philosophical framework implementation than any of 
the 3 pre-implementation online learning products. 

The first research question was 1) Can an online 
learning product be used to enhance, and not conflict 
with, our (educational research-based) philosophical 
framework? Descriptive data allows us to conclude that 
the answer to the first research question is “yes.” The 
online learning product, ICC, can be used to enhance, 
and not conflict with, our philosophical framework. 

To answer the second research question, we examined 
student attrition related to philosophical framework 
implementation. Attrition rates Pre- and Post-
Implementation are shown in Table 9. In every course, 
attrition rates were reduced post-Implementation. 

The second research question was 2) If we can create 
online asynchronous classroom environments aligned 
to our philosophical framework, can student attrition 
be reduced? Descriptive data allows us to conclude 

Table 9 | Pre and post-student attrition metrics.

that the answer to the second research question is 
“yes.” As a result of the increased implementation of 
our philosophical framework in seven undergraduate 
general education courses, student attrition was 
reduced. The ability to achieve these results was 
dependent on finding an online vendor product, in 
this case, ICC, that allowed increased implementation 
of a philosophical framework aligned to education 
research.

 

Conclusions
To prepare students for the ever-changing workforce, 
the adoption of a philosophical framework aligned to 
education research is required. Frameworks like this 
will align instructional strategies to the ability to help 
students develop deep conceptual understandings 
of content, which can be used to create coherent and 
functioning mental models. These mental models are 
what support students with transferring and applying 
complex learning from the classroom to the workforce 
environment. 

Finding an online learning product that allows 
alignment to education theory is ideal for maximizing 
the ability to implement strategies consistent with 
a philosophical framework. If the online learning 
product is in conflict with the underlying theories from 
a framework, it may prevent the implementation of 
instructional strategies the framework suggests are 
best practices. 

In order to determine whether an online vendor 
product aligns with a philosophical framework, 
first a philosophical framework must be adopted. 
Institutions and units responsible for creating 
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learning environments must explicitly define their 
frameworks so all stakeholders are operating from 
the same assumptions and claims about knowledge 
and learning. There is no single framework that will 
serve all students. Instead, a thorough examination of 
research in education must be conducted to reflect the 
diverse and unique needs of each student population 
served by an institution. 

Once a philosophical framework is developed and 
adopted, online learning products can be examined for 
continuity with that framework. Learning management 
systems can be selected to ensure their limitations are 
not in conflict with the framework. Finally, courses 
can be designed, and instructional strategies can be 
developed. An institutional philosophical framework 
does not mean all courses and learning strategies are 
identical within the institution. Instead, it ensures 
the same language of education is being spoken and 
used to guide decision-making about instructional 
environments. 

With an adopted framework, decisions can become 
more strategic, and progress towards positive student 
outcomes will seem more intentional. As theory and 
research continue to evolve in the education space, 
philosophical frameworks can be updated. Adopting 
a philosophical framework grounded in educational 
theory serves as the first step in closing the theory-
to-practice gap and creating sustainable, scalable 
learning environments consistent with the best 
practices of education research.
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Abstract
The Design 2.0 curriculum initiative project at 
the University of Phoenix aims to implement best 
practices and innovative teaching and learning 
strategies that are career-relevant and skills-aligned. 
The Center for Teaching and Learning (CTL) and the 
Academic Assessment and Evaluation (AAE) teams 
conducted surveys, interviews, and focus groups of 
students, faculty, and college stakeholders to answer 
the following research questions: how did stakeholders 
perceive the application, usefulness, and effectiveness 
of Design 2.0; what was the effect of Design 2.0 on 
student performance; and what opportunities exist 
to improve the effectiveness of Design 2.0? Patton’s 
Developmental Evaluation (DE) approach was used 
to capture system dynamics, interdependencies, and 
emergent interconnections. The need emerged to 
support colleges in comprehensively presenting their 
vision planning for converting current programs to 
Design 2.0 resulting in the development of a Design 
2.0 Program Kick-Off Template. Additional programs 
converting to Design 2.0 are using the template in their 
vision planning.

 

Introduction
At the University of Phoenix (UOPX), a major 
curriculum initiative project is underway. Design 
2.0 is aimed at improving teaching and learning in 
online higher education by using best practices and 
innovative teaching and learning strategies to better 
prepare adult learners for the current workplace. A 
culmination of previous research-based initiatives 
at UOPX, this skills-aligned curriculum initiative 
establishes skills-aligned curriculum maps ensuring 
programs are aligned to in-demand marketplace skills 
based on employment data along with accreditation 
expectations, faculty, and advisory council input. 

The primary purposes for implementing Design 2.0 
are to enhance a skills-aligned curriculum and to 
support each student’s career connections (Center 
for Teaching and Learning, Learning Innovation 
Update: Design 2.0, 2023). The best practice strategies 
undergirding Design 2.0 include the following 
elements detailed in Table 1.



Table 1 | Reinforcing a skills-aligned curriculum.

To meaningfully evaluate the implementation of four 
pilot programs selected for conversion to Design 
2.0 in July 2022 (Bachelor of Science in Education – 
Elementary [BSED/E], Master of Management [MM], 
Bachelor of Science in Criminal Justice Administration 
[BSCJA], and Bachelor of Science in Health 
Administration [BSHA]), an innovative educational 
evaluation approach was applied. Developmental 
Evaluation (DE) was created by evaluation expert 
and author, Michael Quinn Patton, who states, 
“Developmental Evaluation supports innovation 
development to guide adaptation to emergent 
and dynamic realities in complex environments. 
Innovations can take the form of new projects, 
programs, products, organizational change, policy 
reforms, and system interventions” (2011, p. 1). 

The differences between traditional evaluations and 

complexity-based developmental evaluations are 
portrayed in Table 2.

Table 2 | Traditional evaluations vs. complexity-
based developmental evaluations.

In 2014 at the American Evaluation Association’s 
national conference in Denver, CO, Patton further 
advanced his theory that DE makes complexity 
manageable for the purpose of improved student 
learning. With DE, sometimes parts of the assessment 
plan are left behind while new innovative assessments 
emerge (Patton, 2014). A fuller description of Patton’s 
DE approach is presented here: What is Developmental 
Evaluation? (3 min videoclip).

To evaluate the implementation of the Design 2.0 
innovative curriculum initiative, the Center for 
Teaching and Learning (CTL) team (Mary Elizabeth 
Smith, Director of Learning Innovation Strategies and 
Instructional Design, Jason Covert, Senior Learning 
Experiences Designer and Lead Researcher on Design 
2.0 Curriculum Initiative Project, and Donna Smith, 
Senior Learning Experiences Designer) and the 
Academic Assessment and Evaluation (AAE) team 
(Dr. Nancy Stackhouse, Assessment Manager, and Dr. 
Eve Krahe-Billings, Dean of Academic Innovation and 
Evaluation) collaborated to determine the following 
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Table 3 | Research questions and methodology.

research questions and methodology depicted in Table 
3.

Overall data collection procedures for the Design 2.0 
curriculum initiative project are displayed in Table 4.

In January 2023, the Learning Innovation Update: 
Design 2.0 was presented at the Colleges Expanded 
Leadership Meeting by Mary Elizabeth Smith. 
While a final evaluation research report is expected 
in spring 2023, timely insights and actionable 
recommendations based on ongoing data collection 
and data analysis were presented. A preliminary 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jB6cdoR16v0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jB6cdoR16v0
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Table 4 | Initiative details.

emerging insight was the need to further support the 
colleges and the Center for Teaching and Learning in 
effectively implementing the Design 2.0 curriculum 
initiative. Using the Developmental Evaluation (DE) 
approach, system dynamics, interdependencies, and 
emergent interconnections were captured throughout 
the pilot implementations. The CTL team and the 
AAE team were able to provide feedback to colleges 
resulting in an emergent need to develop a Design 
2.0 Program Kick-Off template (with data points and 
points of contact) to support colleges in effectively and 
comprehensively presenting their vision planning for 
converting current programs to Design 2.0. Dr. Nancy 
Stackhouse crafted a Design 2.0 Program Kick-Off 
Template (rubric) based on criteria found in previously 
presented Design 2.0 training materials (Design 2.0 
Roles and Responsibilities deck and Design 2.0 Kick-

Table 5 | Design 2.0 program kick-off template.

Table 5 (Cont.) | Design 2.0 program kick-off template.

Off deck, 2022). Hypothetical scoring and feedback are 
included for reader understanding in Table 5.

As additional programs at UOPX are planned for 
conversion to Design 2.0, colleges are using the 
Design 2.0 Program Kick-Off Template in their vision 
planning and consulting with CTL for guidance. 
At the conclusion of the Design 2.0 curriculum 
initiative project, recommendations based on 
student data points and a detailed report out with 
recommendations to each college will occur and may 
be published in a future edition of Phoenix Scholar.
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Abstract
Online education has become an integral part of 
higher education with increasing demand for online 
programs. Many studies suggest various strategies for 
promoting feedback and enhancing student learning; 
however, there is a dearth of systematical review 
of all feedback strategies and learners’ preferred 
modalities. This study aimed to explore those issues to 
enhance student performance. A systematic literature 
review was conducted using the PRISMA framework. 
Thirty studies conducted between 2000 and 2022 
were included in this study. Identified feedback 
approaches included online student response 
systems, epistemic and suggestive feedback, peer 
discussion, self-reflection, direct feedback within the 
assignment content, and feed-forward personalized 
to promote future assignment modifications. Desired 

characteristics of feedback included clear, concise 
wording with a humanistic approach, timely return of 
feedback, the balance between positive and negative 
grade justification, and emotionally moderated 
feedback. 

 

Introduction
Online education has become integral to higher 
education in the United States (Allen & Seaman, 
2018). There is a higher demand for online programs 
(Byrd, 2016; Fuller et al., 2014). However, the attrition 
rate and the extended length of degree completion 
are major challenges in online programs (Johnson-
Motoyama et al., 2014). Ali and Leeds (2009) reported 
that the retention rate for online students was 20% 
lower than face-to-face course. This remained 
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the same in 2015 and 2022 (Haynie, 2015, 2022). 
Feedback has been suggested to reduce the attrition 
rate and improve students’ learning. Feedback plays 
a significant role in the student learning process and 
success (Ghilay & Ghilay, 2015). However, students 
report that feedback is generally suboptimal (Office for 
Students, 2018). 

Success in the online classroom environment requires 
students to be independent learners who are goal-
oriented, self-motivated, and have a level of maturity 
necessary for time management and self-regulation 
(Brindley, 2014). The student’s adaptability to the 
teaching-learning process is an essential skill that 
must be acquired in the online environment and 
includes the student’s ability to incorporate feedback 
into their learning (Ianos, 2017). While there is a 
plethora of literature on how faculty provide feedback, 
there are minimal studies on how students receive and 
use the feedback they are given to improve their future 
work (Ianos, 2017; Rotar, 2022). Many studies suggest 
various strategies for promoting feedback; however, 
there is a dearth of research focusing on learning 
gains based on feedback. This study aimed to identify 
strategies for cultivating effective feedback based on 
the literature. To fulfill the purpose of the study, the 
following questions were developed.

 

Research Questions
1. What are strategies for promoting feedback 

effectiveness in online courses in higher 
education? 

2. What are the preferred modalities for 
receiving feedback based on students’ 
perceptions? 

 

Method and Design
A systematic literature review was conducted to 
answer the research questions. The review was 
conducted based on the Preferred Reporting Items 
for Systematic Review and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) 
guidelines (Moher et al., 2015). The inclusion criteria 
were studies conducted between 2000 and 2022 
regarding feedback strategies and modalities in online 
higher education. As a result of applying the criteria 
and search strategy, a total of 46 articles were found, 
and the 30 most relevant articles were included in 
this study. The identified feedback strategies and 
modalities were summarized, and the most effective 

ones based on the studies’ suggestions are shared 
in the result section. The literature search for the 
articles was extensive and systematic, using the 
aforementioned strategy to find as many relevant 
studies as possible; however, the review was not 
exhaustive.

 

Results
The literature review indicated various strategies to 
enhance the quality of feedback. The use of software 
technology tools may help instructors improve the 
effectiveness of their feedback if used properly. In 
particular, online polling technologies or student 
response systems allow instructors to conduct instant 
formative assessments and gauge their learner 
status. Both instructors and learners can adapt their 
teaching and learning using polling technologies 
such as Socrative, Kahoot!, and TurningPoint (Mollin, 
2021). A few studies found that the use of these 
technologies promoted more student engagement, 
motivation, enjoyment, and positive attitudes toward 
the classroom material (Balta & Tzafilkou, 2019; 
Molin, 2021; Mork, 2014). However, it is critical to 
discuss the feedback after using polling technologies 
(Mollin, 2021). Instructors and peer discussion can 
significantly improve learners’ understanding of the 
feedback and help them incorporate them into their 
learning. 

Students in online higher education value real-time 
clear, concise, and legible feedback (Hepplestone & 
Chikwa, 2014). Generic and vague feedback is viewed 
as ineffective. The lack of individual applicability 
prevents students from successfully integrating the 
feedback into their academic success and making 
connections to assessment criteria or grades received 
(Hepplestone & Chikwa, 2014; Weaver, 2006). As 
students develop self-regulatory skills in online 
learning, considerations related to the timing and 
appropriateness of feedback are fundamental to 
providing insight into the student’s receptivity toward 
the professor’s comments (Lefevre & Cox, 2017). In a 
study by Weaver (2006), students acknowledged a lack 
of guidance on reading and using feedback, resulting 
in misinterpretation affecting the students’ overall 
integration and response to the feedback received. 
Specific assignment or assessment feedback was 
valuable to students in higher education, leading to the 
integration of feedback into their learning experience 
(Weaver, 2006). 
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Students showed the most significant learning gain 
when they engaged in peer discussion and received 
their instructor’s feedback in an experimental study 
conducted by Molin et al. (2021). Students thrive on 
self and peer feedback when working in a team to 
better evaluate themselves and others (Hoo et al., 
2020; McCarty, 2017). Hoo et al. (2020) found that 
prescribed reflective journaling helps students assess 
their performance and skills while teaching students 
to negotiate the proper way to integrate feedback as 
a self-reflective process. Students value interactive 
online collaborative learning platforms where they 
directly interact with their instructors while receiving 
feedback. Online student expectation for online 
feedback includes using social networks, personal and 
organizational emails, mobile phone text messages, 
and virtual face-to-face venues within the online 
environment (Ianos, 2017). 

Suggestive (why) feedback and epistemic (how) 
feedback affected students’ metacognitive and 
affective activities. This is crucial in successful 
teaching and learning in online environments, 
especially since the teaching process is asynchronous. 
Students who learn to self-regulate learning with the 
teachers’ support prove more successful. Suggestive 
feedback allows students to use the comment received 
and reflect on their understanding or knowledge 
effectively (Guasch et al., 2018). Using open-ended 
conversational feedback elicits an environment for 
students to express themselves, seek clarification, 
and receive emotional and relational support to use 
the feedback effectively to enhance their knowledge 
and learning. However, like other types of feedback 
provided to students, if students fail to incorporate 
feedback into their learning practices, misinterpret 
the intention behind the purpose of the feedback, or do 
not reflect on feedback constructively, hindering their 
overall academic performance and success (Torres, 
2022).

Students desire feedback and instruction efficiently 
delivered with a personal touch (Crook et al., 2012). 
Online students preferred a humanistic approach 
to learning as opposed to the mechanical written 
comment approach used for the past two decades 
(Brown & Wilson, 2016; Stone, 2019). The value 
students place on incorporating feedback was related 
to the student’s trust in the faculty’s benevolence in 
providing feedback (Snijders et al., 2021). The content 
of the feedback, the mode of delivery, the context, 
the timing, and the students themselves all influence 

the extent to which the student uses the feedback 
for their growth and development (Jonsson, 2012). 
The expectation students have about the feedback 
received is directly related to the quality and quantity 
of feedback and reflects their academic level (Boone et 
al., 2020). 

Students in higher academic levels desire more 
significant direct interaction and instructor feedback 
to validate their overall performance. Students 
noted delays in receiving verbal or written feedback 
influence their academic confidence and performance 
(Jonsson, 2012). Students interpret feedback in 
various ways through purposeful recognition and the 
technology used to elicit the feedback. Recognizing 
the purpose of feedback can greatly help students 
incorporate the feedback. Although previous studies 
have indicated students lack the ability to understand 
how to recognize the purpose of feedback, Hepplestone 
and Chikwa (2014) found that through qualitative 
feedback interviews students understood the purpose 
of feedback to improve their academic experiences 
better. 

Effective feedback enables students to feed-forwarded 
information to align with course goals, values, 
and beliefs and to become active agents in their 
learning (Guasch, Espasa, & Martinez-Melo, 2018; 
McCarthy, 2015; Thibodeaux & Harapnuik, 2020). 
Students acknowledge written and oral feedback as 
forms of verbal feedback (Hepplestone & Chikwa, 
2014; McCarty, 2017). The effectiveness of feedback 
modalities depends on multiple factors, such as the 
online environment, students’ ages, the learning task, 
feedback timeliness, the student’s learning abilities, 
and performance level with digital tools (Hattie & 
Timperley, 2007; McCarthy, 2015), and the professors’ 
delivery style and level of guidance on students’ 
improvement in the task or assignment (Howard, 
2021; Watkins et al., 2014). 

Study results of students’ preferred modalities for 
feedback in online learning in higher-level education 
indicated that students’ receptivity toward feedback 
was linked to feeling connected to the professor and 
peers in the online environment (Boone et al., 2020; 
Lunt & Curran, 2010; Thibodeaux & Harapnuik, 
2020). Although students valued a mixed modality of 
audio, electronic, written, and video recordings for 
receiving feedback (Gould & Day, 2013; Howard, 2021; 
McCarthy, 2015; Wang & Lehman, 2021; Watkins et 
al., 2014), students preferred to receive one mode of 
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feedback rather than two types of feedback on the 
same assignment to avoid redundancy (Li et al., 2020; 
McCarthy, 2015). 

Students’ perceptions of preferred feedback 
modalities evidenced no model is a perfect fit, yet 
feedback should be timely, specific, detailed, and 
aligned with learning goals, criteria, and standards’ 
expectations (Lunt & Curran, 2010; McCarthy, 2015). 
Students who received one modality of feedback, 
written or a video recording, reported a deepened 
sense of community and motivation to incorporate the 
professor’s suggested feedback. Video feedback from 
the professor yielded student connectedness to the 
online environment and professor, thus motivating 
feed-forward and enhanced learning (Howard, 2021; 
Li et al., 2020; Thibodeaux & Harapnuik, 2020; Wang & 
Lehman, 2021). Further, students optimized the use of 
the feedback when they received a video recording.

Students’ feedback preferences aligned with the 
classroom content, type of course, and the students’ 
developing connection to the learning environment 
(Gould & Day, 2013). Audio feedback was less favored 
when compared to video and written modalities 
for the digital media course due to a preference for 
visualizing the feedback simultaneously with the 
artwork (McCarthy, 2015). Thus, students’ preferences 
in digital media were connected to and affected by the 
course content and goals. The goal of feedback is to 
enable students to assess their abilities critically and 
reflect on improving their skill set, and to self-regulate 
their ownership of learning (Gould & Day, 2013; 
Thibodeaux & Harapnuik, 2020). As students develop 
self-regulatory skills in online learning, students 
consider timing and appropriateness of feedback 
as fundamental in a technology course. Lefevre and 
Cox (2017) found that the feedback timing, delayed 
or immediate, provided insight into the students’ 
receptivity toward the professor’s comments. 

 

Conclusion
Feedback plays a significant role in student learning. 
Although many studies focus on feedback in general, 
there is a dearth of studies clarifying effective feedback 
approaches and preferred learners’ modalities in 
online higher education. The purpose of the current 
study was to close that literature gap and identify 
effective feedback strategies and modalities. The 
literature review indicated several feedback strategies 

and modalities for enhancing feedback effectiveness. 
Online student response systems such as Socrative 
are recommended as an effective approach for 
formative assessment feedback enabling real-time, 
instant feedback and stimulating student engagement, 
motivation, and positive attitude toward the content 
and feedback. Feedback should be unambiguous, 
concise, and focused. Timing of feedback is essential 
in incorporating feedback and gaining knowledge. 
Suggestive and epistemic feedback are impactful 
feedback approaches. Epistemic feedback provides the 
student with a clarifying question to evoke thoughtful 
analysis of the students’ truth or validation of what 
they have learned or comprehended. Suggestive 
(why) feedback and epistemic (how) feedback affect 
students’ metacognitive and affective activities, which 
is crucial in successful online teaching and learning.

Students crave feedback and instruction delivered 
in a more humanistic yet efficient manner. Positive 
and constructive critics provided in an emotionally 
moderated tone should be integrated to be impactful. 
Students’ chosen feedback modality should enable 
them to project forward with appropriate feedback to 
deepen their learning and connection to the material. 
Essentially how students interpret the feedback 
should be contextualized to complement the virtual 
higher education learning space. The findings from 
this study may inform online program administrators, 
instructional designers, and faculty members about 
the strategies and their impact on enhancing online 
students’ course success. 
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Abstract
For adult learners, teaching needs to be relevant 
and applicable to use in daily life or in the workforce 
(Knowles, 1984). When teachings and assignments 
are positioned in real or authentic contexts, students 
have the opportunity to bring the knowledge and 
expertise they already have to a subject. This allows 
students to refine their understanding of the subject 
to apply and bring about a deeper level of learning 
(Morris et al., 2019). One way for college professors to 
cater to the needs and interests of their adult learners 
is to practice self-directed learning and offer student 
choice. Self-directed learning is a process in which 
individuals take the initiative in diagnosing their own 
learning needs.

 

Introduction
The landscape of higher education is changing. A 
number of unfavorable changes have impacted higher 
education leading to drops in enrollment and reduced 
retention rates across many colleges. A decline in 
high school graduations, an unstable economy, loss of 
federal and state funding, and the COVID-19 pandemic 
have impacted today’s college students (Chan & 
Lewis, 2021). The adult learner seeks reasoning and 
explanations. Teaching needs to be relevant and 
applicable to use in daily life or in the workforce 
(Knowles, 1984). When teachings and assignments are 
positioned in real or authentic contexts students have 
the opportunity to bring the knowledge and expertise 
they already have to a subject, which allows students 
to refine their understanding to apply and bring about 

a deeper level of learning (Morris et al., 2019). “It is 
incumbent on educators to meet students where they 
are – academically, socially, and psychologically” 
(Stevenson et al., 2006, p. 146). In order to meet 
the needs of tomorrow’s college students, college 
professors should look for ways to improve the college 
experience (Pham et al., 2022). 

One way for college professors to cater to the needs 
and interests of their adult learners is to practice 
self-directed learning and offer student choice. Self-
directed learning is a process in which individuals 
take the initiative in diagnosing their own learning 
needs. Students set goals, identify resources for 
learning, choose and implement appropriate learning 
strategies, and evaluate learning outcomes (Knowles, 
1984). Knowles (1984) believed that instructors 
should be conscious about the way in which content 
is delivered in order to meet the needs of the wide 
range of different backgrounds and experiences 
of learners in the classroom. The activities chosen 
should allow for different levels of understanding as 
well as different types of learners in the classroom. 
Clack and Dommett (2021) conducted a study where 
participants were able to choose how they would like 
to be assessed on a concept. The researchers gave the 
choice of students taking a multiple-choice test and 
receiving a grade or writing a short essay and receiving 
written feedback. Both groups were taught the same 
material. The results indicated that when participants 
have a choice, students exhibited deeper learning of 
the content. In addition, Morris et al. (2019) suggested 
that having a choice in assessment enables students 
to deepen their understanding when they are learning 
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in a format that suits their needs. Allowing students 
to select how they show proficiency and mastery is a 
way to engage and boost student learning (Anderson, 
2016). Differentiating instruction is common practice 
in kindergarten through 12th-grade education. It has 
proven to be effective and worth implementing in the 
college classroom (Mintz, 2016). 

Practicing self-directed learning techniques and 
offering student choice supports an inclusive learning 
environment (Morris et al., 2019). Students enter 
college from a variety of different experiences and 
backgrounds. HEA (2012) suggests that in order for 
higher education institutions to comply with The 
Equality Act 2010, they should design assessments 
and course assignments that are both anticipatory 
and inclusive for all learners. Hockings (2010) stated 
that when considering pedagogy, rather than making 
individual adjustments for students with specific 
learning needs, college professors should design a 
curriculum that the learners can customize to their 
own needs. Therefore, minimizing the need for last-
minute adjustments and saving students the need to 
disclose their hidden differences. 

There are many ways to differentiate assignments in a 
course. Faculty may differentiate by content, process, 
or by-product. 

 

Differentiating by Content
Differentiating by content refers to what is being 
taught as well as how the student’s access information 
(Tomlinson & McTighe, 2006). The faculty uses 
pre-assessments to determine the skills that need to 
be learned and then differentiate instruction based 
on those results. Students spend their time in the 
areas where knowledge is lacking. An example of 
this in the college classroom is providing different 
reading materials to different groups of students 
and using supplemental materials such as visual 
aids or learning centers. Differentiating by content 
might involve a faculty member reteaching content to 
struggling students in a different way, while those who 
understood work on deepening their understanding of 
the concept.

 

Differentiating by Process
Differentiating by process refers to how learners 
understand key ideas, facts, and concepts (Tomlinson 

& Allan, 2000). Differentiating by process connects 
the students’ interest levels or preferred styles of 
learning to the lessons. An example of this in the 
college classroom is providing students with activities 
to complete to meet the varied needs in the classroom. 
Differentiating by the process includes providing 
students with a high level of interaction and discussion 
with the faculty member to engage in dialogue about 
the content being taught. Graphic organizers and 
guided notes are often a part of differentiating by 
process, as is using a jigsaw format in the classroom. 
The jigsaw format promotes students working together 
to become experts on one area of your content. Then 
students break out into groups to teach each other 
about their areas of expertise.

 

Differentiating by Product
Differentiating by-product refers to the culminating 
assessment and the way in which a student 
demonstrates proficiency in a concept after instruction 
(Tomlinson, 2005). The faculty provides activities that 
include various modes of learning styles (auditory, 
kinesthetic, and visual) along with options that are 
analytic, creative, and practical (IRIS Center, 2019). In 
the college classroom, this would look like assigning a 
portfolio of work to demonstrate learning and offering 
choice boards (also referred to as tic-tac-toe boards 
or learning menus). Faculty provide the parameters of 
how students complete the activities. 

A truly self-directed classroom takes a lot of work 
and revisions to the course. One needs to start small. 
Not sure where to start? Danley (2020) states that 
differentiating instruction in the college classroom, 
particularly differentiating by product type, is an 
effective approach to deepening understanding 
of learning. Faculty seeking to differentiate by the 
product should look at the assignments that are given 
in the course that is tied to the course objectives. 
Faculty should do a deep dive into the relevance 
and applicability of those assignments. Start with a 
small goal of changing just one or two assignments 
to a choice assignment. Using choice boards to 
differentiate instruction allows the learner to actively 
engage in learning by selecting activities to display an 
understanding of a concept. Allowing learners to select 
how they demonstrate understanding helps to increase 
participation and motivate students to actively engage 
in the learning process (Danley, 2020). Making changes 
to the course’s assignments may increase the viability 
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of the course. Faculty who regularly cater to students’ 
needs are well informed of who their students are; 
specifically, their learning needs, styles, individual 
talents, and student weaknesses (Stevenson et al., 
2006). Faculty who make these accommodations 
“never underestimate the power of the process to 
determine the outcome” (Weimer, n. d., p. 2).

To give an example of a way to differentiate an 
assignment by product, listed below are the original 
assignment directions:

Write a 350-700-word executive summary where you 
analyze an organization’s vision and mission.

Instead offer a choice board of the following:

Choice 1: Analyze your own organization’s vision 
and mission statement. 

Choice 2: Interview the leader from an organization 
where you may be interested in working about 
their vision and mission statement.

Choice 3: Reflect upon a past organization where 
you worked and analyze the vision and mission 
statement. 

Choice 4: Research an award-winning organization. 
Look for specifics about ways the organization lives 
up to its vision and mission. 

Choice 5: Write your own vision and mission for 
your life. Include the principles and key ideas from 
our class readings. Include justifications for why 
you chose each part. 

Choice 6: Select your own idea. Discuss with your 
instructor. 

The way students submit their work can also be a 
choice. Students may submit an executive summary, 
a PowerPoint presentation, a Prezi presentation, a 
90-second commercial, among other possibilities. 

Assessing students fairly when all students select a 
different choice can be difficult. To keep fairness, the 
faculty should use a rubric. A rubric that may work for 
the above example would be:

• Content – 5 points (listed vision and mission, 
met length requirements, analysis from course 
readings were evident) 

• Organization – 3 points (visually appealing)

• Grammar/APA – 2 points

In conclusion, the diversity of our students’ 
backgrounds needs to be recognized, valued, and 

supported in the college classroom in a way that 
will allow students the opportunity to develop a 
range of key skills that are related to the content we 
are teaching (Morris et al., 2019). Differentiating 
instruction places students at the core of the 
instructional planning process (Tulbure, 2011). 
Offering students, a choice in how they are assessed 
may lead to more engaged students and students who 
develop a deeper understanding of their content.
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Abstract
Two faculty colleagues with a combined teaching 
experience of 40+ years met together for a reunion. 
During this luncheon, they shared their individual 
experiences and challenges with teaching online 
students as well as their strategies for student 
engagement. Instructor A shared how supplemental 
information found on YouTube, Kahn Academy, or 
other resources has increased engagement with her 
online students. Instructor B shared how applying a 
motivational strategy with a doctoral student increased 
engagement and how she uses motivational messages 
in her online courses. Both instructors agreed that 
investing their time and energy to find additional 
resources and motivational strategies can be used 
across any level of learning and any institution for 
learning. Most importantly they discussed how 
important it is for instructors to find diverse ways to 
engage with students when teaching online. 

 

How Moments of Discovery Support 
Student Engagement
It was a beautiful sunny afternoon in California in 
2019. While attending a leadership conference two 
instructors met for lunch. After catching up on family 
and other faculty news the conversation changed to the 
many experiences instructing online students. While 
sharing teaching stories, as faculty often do, a common 
theme emerged from their discussion. The theme was 

student engagement and the challenges of engaging 
online students. One of the instructors teaches 
bachelor’s and master’s level students. The other 
instructor teaches doctoral students. As they shared 
their personal stories, they confirmed that student 
engagement was not specific to the level of learning 
or the institution for learning. They reflected on how 
engagement was applicable to students at all levels of 
learning from undergraduate, to master’s programs, 
to doctoral students. Most important was that student 
engagement required motivating and inspiring the 
student’s volition (choice) for learning. 

 

Instructor Challenges
As the two instructors shared their individual 
experiences, they acknowledged that teaching is also a 
journey of discovery. Instructors are always looking for 
better ways to engage students. They concurred that 
active and meaningful student engagement can only 
be confirmed by the student(s) during or at the end of 
the teaching journey (course). They also agreed that 
student engagement requires the teacher or instructor 
to go beyond the course content. Engagement requires 
trying different methods (strategies) to capture 
the student’s interest or to clarify the student’s 
understanding. Following are summations of two 
of the many challenges the two instructors had 
experienced, their responses to those challenges, 
and their self-defined “moments of discovery”. These 
engagement strategies were incorporated into their 
teaching toolboxes. We will call them Instructor A and 



 Phoenix Scholar™ — 27

Instructor B, and this is what they shared with each 
other.

 

Instructor A’s Moment of Discovery
Instructor A recalled teaching an online management 
course for undergraduate students. The assignment 
was to apply a specific management strategy from 
an updated version of the course textbook. The 
textbook lacked clarity for the application of the 
concept, creating confusion for students to use in 
the business environment. Inspired by her desire 
to resolve the frustration and misunderstanding of 
the students, she believed supplemental sources 
could help. After conducting extensive research for 
possible supplemental sources, she located a YouTube 
video. The video included information, examples, 
and applications of the concept that would prove 
beneficial in resolving the students misunderstanding. 
She posted a link in the course room and included a 
message explaining to students how viewing the video 
would not only enhance their understanding, but also 
how to apply the management concept in a business 
situation.

Instructor A shared that her “moment of discovery” 
occurred when students began posting messages 
in the course room thanking her for the video and 
sharing how the video enhanced their understanding. 
They also encouraged other students to use the video. 
This particular concept was threaded throughout 
other course assignments and the video helped to 
increase students’ engagement with discussions 
in the course. The YouTube video provided visual 
learning and enhanced the student’s understanding 
of the management concept and how it should be 
used. Instructor A learned that when she invested 
the time to find alternative learning resources 
for the students, not only did they appreciate the 
supplemental resource, it also significantly enhanced 
their engagement and learning outcomes. 

 

Instructor B’s Moment of Discovery
Instructor B’s challenge was engaging an online 
doctoral student in the dissertation course of 
his program. Instructor B shared that when she 
first started mentoring doctoral candidates, her 
expectation was that students pursuing doctorate 
degrees would have scholarly writing skills. 

Unfortunately, her first doctorate student dispelled 
that notion. The initial drafts of his dissertation were 
a painful reading experience. Each submission had 
repeated and redundant statements with no synthesis 
or interpretation using his writing voice. This critique 
was provided to the student. Instructor B’s challenge 
was how to motivate her student to accept the writing 
feedback. 

After failing to see changes in his writing over several 
submissions, the student admitted that he was 
struggling to become a scholarly writer. Instructor 
B then took another approach. She sent him a link 
to a resource for scholarly writing and included this 
motivational message, “Congratulations, you are 
transitioning from student, to researcher, to subject 
matter expert. Your writing should reflect this growth 
and transition and here is a resource that can help.” 
The next draft of his paper confirmed he had used the 
academic writing resource that was provided to him. 
From that point on, every time the student submitted a 
draft, Instructor B would (a) send him an encouraging 
message, (b) provide him with an additional resource, 
(c) and include a motivational comment explaining 
why the research was important to his field of study, 
job, and future. 

The “moment of discovery” for Instructor B was how 
the student responded to motivational messages. The 
student thanked Instructor B and commented on the 
actions he would take to further improve his writing 
skills. For Instructor B this was a positive sign that 
the student was engaged, and this continued until he 
was degree complete. Based on their success with him 
she began using this motivational strategy with all her 
doctoral students and it works. 

 

Commentary
As the two instructors reflected on their individual 
engagement solutions and moments of discovery, they 
acknowledged the importance of finding alternative 
ways to engage online students. There are always 
additional resources and strategies that can be used 
to increase student engagement. The faculty are 
responsible for promoting student success in online 
learning. They should be open to using alternative 
approaches that increase student engagement. Both 
agreed that every course or student can inspire new 
moments of discovery. 

 Instructor A now prepares, in advance, by finding 
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additional resources beyond the course content. 
This is because sometimes course textbooks or 
materials may lack the clarity necessary for student 
understanding. According to a survey conducted by 
Dahlstrom and Brooks (2014), 62% of faculty surveyed 
reported that using YouTube or Khan Academy videos, 
interactive learning tools, simulations, educational 
games, and synchronous video conferencing can 
increase online student’s engagement and enhance 
teaching effectiveness. 

Instructor B’s engagement strategy was the use of 
a motivational design framework. She explored the 
effects of motivational messages on student outcomes 
using ARCS-V (Attention, Relevance, Confidence, 
Satisfaction and Volition) tenets (Keller, 1987, 2010, 
2016). Engagement starts by finding a way to get the 
student’s attention or finding something to spark the 
student’s curiosity. Instructor B uses motivational 
messaging to encourage confidence, satisfaction, 
and relevance. She recognizes that are different and 
motivating them is not a one size fits all approach. 
Instructor B has learned the value of motivational 
messaging to engage students. As online learning 
expands, Ally (2019) encourages online instructors to 
develop and sharpen their instructional competencies 
so they can proficiently offer multiple options for 
student learning and engagement. Online learning 
requires online instructors to continuously learn and 
continuously practice new strategies for engagement. 
It is not a passive job. As the two instructors ended 
their lunch discussion, they committed to continue to 
seek moments of discovery and share ways to engage 
online students. 
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Abstract
Online education has transformed the educational 
landscape. With the COVID-19 pandemic, online 
education became more essential than ever before, 
leading to more widespread use of a mode of online 
education known as HyFlex. The research posits that 
the HyFlex mode of instruction can be rethought as 
Virtual HyFlex, a model that is well suited for adult 
online education. An example of Virtual HyFlex 
is described in its use as a workshop for those 
interested in converting their dissertation research to 
a manuscript suitable for publication in an academic 
journal. The theoretical model of complex systems 
offers a way to examine adult online education in a 
Virtual HyFlex modality.

 

Introduction
Online education has been a means of obtaining an 
education at the higher education level for many years 
(Tamim, 2020). Even before learning management 
systems were launched and made available as 
commercial products, innovative institutions 
developed their own systems for delivering education 
using computer mediation. The term “online” 
suggests electronic communication, though that 
could be interpreted in several ways (e.g. email or 
teleconference). For example, in 2004 when this 
researcher began serving as an associate faculty 
member for the University of Phoenix doctoral 
courses, the means of interaction was through email 
groups set up in Microsoft Outlook Express. A group 

was created for each week’s discussion questions 
functioning as an interactive forum, while others 
were for the posting of syllabi and other materials. 
Conceptually, those features are now found in 
learning management systems (LMS). Currently, the 
University of Phoenix has transitioned to an LMS for 
online education, first a custom-developed LMS and 
later adopting Blackboard. Today, online education 
suggests that students and instructors interact 
either synchronously or asynchronously. Much or 
all the virtual classroom activity takes place in some 
computer system, typically a dedicated learning 
management system (Heilporn & Lakhal, 2021).

 

Online Education as a Complex 
System
Online education is considered a complex system with 
several parts as well as the interplay among those 
parts. One way to view online education in a systemic 
way is by layer – macro, meso, and micro (Tamim, 
2020). The macro level is built on the theoretical 
perspectives that guide the pedagogy within the 
online education system and the transformational 
nature of online education versus face-to-face 
instruction. Online education should not simply 
mimic a face-to-face interaction, but instead, replace 
its form and function while maintaining the essence 
(learning) in a format and delivery system that meets 
previously unmet needs. The meso level represents the 
infrastructure and management necessary to operate 
the system that connects to the micro level. The micro 
level is the user interface that both instructors and 
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students interact within to provide the educational 
experience (Tamim, 2020).

 

HyFlex Instructional Format
Many higher education institutions provide online 
instruction for the benefit of their students to provide 
flexibility in meeting their educational goals. Examples 
of flexible instructional methods include hybrids 
of in-person instruction and online instruction in 
the same course such that some class meetings are 
held in-person (in the classroom) and the remaining 
instructional time is provided for in equivalent 
asynchronous online activities. However, another 
option known as HyFlex emerged in the mid-2000s 
and gained popularity during the COVID-19 pandemic 
(Eduljee, Chakravarty, Croteau, & Murphy, 2022). 
HyFlex refers to a course format whereby the student 
has the choice of attending a face-to-face class 
meeting, synchronous lecture (typically by video), 
or equivalent instruction provided asynchronously. 
During the pandemic, the need for social distancing 
led to a heightened interest in this mode as students 
would have the option to stay apart physically from 
classmates and instructor as well as the added 
flexibility of choosing which class meetings to attend in 
which of the modalities (face-to-face, synchronously, 
or asynchronously). This necessitates the instructor 
to use technology for conducting the synchronous 
mode as well as provide sufficient resources for the 
asynchronous mode while keeping them aligned with 
the in-classroom mode (Heilporn & Lakhal, 2021). In 
Hyflex, the macro, meso, and micro layers are utilized 
for offering multiple modes of education to provide 
analogous experiences for the learner.

This researcher has contemplated another way to 
consider HyFlex, which is an instruction that has no 
in-person component. Some instructional programs 
by design are not geographically defined, and 
therefore face-to-face interaction is not an option. The 
coursework offered this way provides flexibility for 
students with diverse backgrounds and needs. Termed 
by this researcher as virtual HyFlex, at the meso level 
the direct interaction takes place via time-based video 
sessions (otherwise known as a virtual class meeting) 
on a scheduled basis throughout the course, with 
asynchronous activities and interactions scheduled 
for the periods between the video sessions. For those 
choosing or unable to attend the virtual class meeting, 
the sessions are recorded so they can be viewed at 

a time convenient for the student. An asynchronous 
equivalent is the third option available to the student, 
and like HyFlex, the student is in control of which 
mode to select based on their needs at any given time 
during the course.

 

Virtual HyFlex Example
Virtual HyFlex is the method used for the Dissertation 
to Publication (DTP) workshop conducted by the 
University of Phoenix Center for Educational and 
Instructional Technology Research. The workshop 
is open to all alumni and others who are interested 
in converting their dissertation to a manuscript 
suitable for publication in an academic journal. Led 
by Dr. Mansureh Kebritchi, University Research Chair, 
DTP has been offered every spring and fall since 
January 2017 (Kebritchi, 2023). Dr. Kebritchi is joined 
by a team of reviewers with academic publication 
experience whose role is to guide and support a 
subset of the participants (known as “authors”). This 
researcher has been involved in the delivery of this 
workshop since 2019 as one of the reviewers and more 
recently, as the workshop’s database administrator.

Authors learn both the process for developing a 
manuscript as an outcome of a research project as 
well as develop a manuscript from their dissertation 
research which is submitted to an academic journal of 
their choosing by the end of the workshop (Kebritchi, 
2023). Based on the target audience for this workshop, 
specifically, alumni living and working throughout 
the world, it would be infeasible to expect face-to-face 
participation. Thus DTP has always been offered as 
a virtual workshop. Since its inception, it has been 
offered through a series of virtual meetings coupled 
with email correspondence from the workshop leader 
to all authors, sharing the meeting slides and a link 
to the video recording of the meetings, and email 
interaction between authors and reviewers to follow up 
on the assignments submitted by the authors. 

More recently, the use of Microsoft Teams in its 
classroom configuration has provided a more robust 
environment for Virtual HyFlex to be conducted. If 
an author chooses to participate in a Teams virtual 
meeting as offered (typically 7 PM Eastern on a 
weekday), they can benefit from the opportunity to ask 
questions during the session, either verbally or via the 
chat function. The session is recorded, and the chat 
thread also persists in the General channel following 
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the session. Channels are the equivalent to an open 
forum for postings by any member of the Teams site, 
and responses can also be posted, in the manner of 
a threaded discussion board. Those who choose to 
instead view the recording also have access to the chat 
captured during the session and can add to that chat 
session or start a new thread within the channel. The 
Teams site is also arranged with channels for each 
reviewer group so that questions or comments can be 
posted to the reviewer group rather than to the entire 
Teams site. Starting with the Spring 2023 session, 
reviewers are posting weekly discussion questions 
in their channels, and while optional to answer, are 
provided with the goal of generating interaction among 
the authors in their group to further build a sense of 
community.

In addition to the meeting session video recording, 
the slides from the presentation are also supplied 
by posting them to the Teams site as a resource and 
are also emailed out to each author as a follow-up 
to the meeting. As a Virtual HyFlex option, authors 
can choose to forgo the virtual meeting as well as the 
recording of the virtual meeting and instead read 
through the slides to gain an understanding of the 
concepts and examples provided by the workshop 
leader. They also have as a resource their assigned 
reviewer, and through the dedicated channel, access 
to other participants. Since the syllabus and the 
assignments are posted on the Teams site, authors 
have what they need to initiate an assignment 
submission, and with the feedback from their reviewer, 
can progress and complete the workshop.

 

Virtual HyFlex for Online Adult 
Education
It is the researcher’s contention that Virtual HyFlex is 
an attractive option for educational offerings targeting 
adults due to it enabling participants to choose the 
format which best meets their lifestyle and obligations 
without being bound by geography or time zone. If 
the participant has set aside time in their schedule to 
complete the required educational activities and has 
the technology available to access the provided system, 
the participant is able to reach their educational goals 
through Virtual HyFlex. For the educational provider, 
Virtual HyFlex can be used for educational delivery by 
having a complex system that allows for:

• conducting virtual video meetings

• recording those meetings

• posting presentation material and 
accompanying resources

• having convenient means to interact with 
participants (and participants to interact with 
each other)

• submitting and providing feedback on 
assignments

If a transcript of the recording can be made available, 
that would also benefit the individual for whom 
reading the transcript is desired and beneficial. 
The environment should provide choices for the 
participant whereby the equivalent educational 
experience is available in all three modes: attending 
the virtual meetings; viewing the recordings and 
reading the accompanying chat; or reading the 
presentation material, which perhaps includes the 
recording transcript. Such options are provided to 
accommodate the adult’s life reality and align with 
how they choose to learn. By considering the macro, 
meso, and micro-layers of Virtual HyFlex, education 
providers are able to design and deliver an experience 
that can transform the educational endeavor for adult 
learners.
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Abstract
Nontraditional students choose online courses for 
flexibility and convenience, yet this student population 
continues to experience low retention and graduation 
rates. Online education allows nontraditional students 
the ability to engage in higher education while 
balancing work and home life, yet success is elusive. 
Research is lacking regarding predictors and strategies 
to assist the nontraditional student population. The 
purpose of this modified Delphi study was to build a 
level of consensus from a national panel of educational 
experts reflecting successful best practices, which 
were used to identify recommendations to leaders in 
higher education institutions offering online courses. 
Forty-six best practices were identified within four 
themes: 1) student and faculty, 2) faculty engagement, 
3) technology and course design, and 4) higher 
education institutions overall. The study concluded 
with five recommendations for leaders at higher 
education institutions to increase nontraditional 
online student retention. 

 

Higher education institutions (HEI), continue to see an 
increase in online courses as they gain in attendance 
and the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES, 
2022) reported that by the fall of 2020, almost 75% 
of students were taking at least one course online. 
Dropout rates continue to be a severe problem for 
HEI leaders as low retention rates continue (Muljana 
& Tian, 2019; Radovan, 2019). Nontraditional online 
students have higher dropout rates in their first 
academic year than nontraditional students within the 
campus classroom (Ellis, 2019; Muir & Trimble, 2020). 
Nontraditional students make up over one-third of the 
undergraduate students in the U. S., and nontraditional 
online students have higher dropout rates in the first 
academic year than nontraditional students attending 
a ground-campus course/program (Ellis, 2019). 

The U.S. Department of Education (2022) published 
a study in 2009 that indicated students in an online 
environment performed better than students in a 
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ground campus course, yet to date, online retention 
remains low. Technology continually evolves to 
increase collaboration among the online student 
population bringing students together in an 
environment that encourages students to support each 
other (Iyer & Chapman, 2021). Applying face-to-face 
technology, such as Zoom, provides positive effects in 
the classroom and preparation for online expectations 
(Argüello & Méndez, 2019; Kordrostami & Seitz, 
2022; Radovan, 2019). The connection that students 
form with online instructors can assist instructors in 
identifying students who may be struggling and assist 
with resources and recommendations to increase 
success (Ellis, 2019). 

The transitional phase through socialization 
encompasses a nontraditional student’s journey 
from the first thought of returning to higher 
education to graduation and overlaps to form the 
conceptual framework for the study. Understanding 
the transitional phase that nontraditional students 
are moving through when returning to higher 
education can increase a student’s ability to adjust 
behaviors and relationships and be successful in the 
online classroom (Schlossberg, 1981). Increasing 
socialization on campus has the potential to increase 
online student retention through a transition phase, 
and the interconnectedness and commitment that 
students feel to the HEI staff, faculty, and students 
(Tinto, 1975; Bean & Metzner, 1985). Schlossberg 
(1981) explained that psychosocial competence 
revolves around a student’s psychological and social 
aspects of mental health and can be used to assist 
HEI’s staff and faculty in identifying when a student is 
struggling within the online environment. 

The ability of the staff and faculty at an HEI to increase 
the human element through rapport building in the 
online environment may provide the social linkage 
that students need to succeed in the online course 
as already seen on the ground campus (Glazier & 
Harris, 2020; Mays, 2022; Robertson, 2020). As a 
nontraditional student transitions to the online 
classroom family support in addition to building 
rapport with the HEI faculty and staff may improve 
student success through socialization (Glazier & 
Harris, 2020; Kamer & Ishitani, 2021; Mays, 2022; 
Robertson, 2020). As a faculty member interacts with 
an online student by setting clear expectations (Iyer & 
Chapman, 2021) a student’s motivation and success 
may increase. The engagement between instructors 
and students online through class discussions, videos, 

and learning materials increases instructor-student 
socialization (Linden et al., 2022; Robertson, 2020; 
Tamir & Taylor, 2019). Students who are motivated 
may increase performance and retention while 
creating a higher quality of support (Ellis, 2019; Glenn, 
2018; Marstellar & Bodzin, 2019; Nguyen, 2022; 
Radovan, 2019; Zhou & Wang, 2019).

The practices and expectations explained reflect 
the results and expectations for increasing student 
retention but do not provide specific guidelines and 
examples to assist leaders in HEIs. The purpose of the 
modified Delphi study was to gain a consensus from 
a group of educational experts who can identify best 
practices that have assisted in increasing retention 
among nontraditional online students. The 27 expert 
panelists were leaders, administrators, and faculty 
members (66%) with over five years of experience 
(57% had over 15 years of experience) working with 
nontraditional online students from 15 different HEIs 
that offered online programs or courses. Round 1 
asked the participants to identify all the best practices 
used to increase nontraditional online student 
retention. 

Round 1 identified 46 best practices that were all used 
in Round 2. The Round 1 results were also thematically 
analyzed, and four themes developed were Student 
& Administration, Faculty Engagement, Course 
Design & Technology, and HEI Overall. Panelists 
were asked to rate all 46 best practices using the 
Likert scale options of strongly agree, agree, disagree, 
and strongly disagree. The results of Round 2 were 
analyzed to identify the top eight best practices 
supported by the panel of educational experts. The 
top eight best practices were used in Round 3 and 
asked panelists to rank the eight best practices in the 
order it was believed the best practice would address 
the situational question. For example, best practices 
that the panelists believe increase student retention, 
the leaders at the HEI would enact and are the most 
expensive. The results of Round 3 allowed for the best 
practices to be ranked and led to the recommendations 
offered. 

The top eight best practices identified were (a) 
onboarding to ensure students have the knowledge 
needed to be successful in the classroom (standard 
deviation, SD,=.383), (b) verifying students have 
a computer and internet, not just a cell phone 
(SD=.383), (c) strong faculty members who have a good 
understanding of adult learners (SD=.428), (d) faculty 



 Phoenix Scholar™ — 35

empathy in understanding nontraditional student 
challenges (SD=.461), (e) proactive communication 
(SD=.461), (f ) 24-hour technical support (SD=.461), (g) 
dedicated person(s) that students can reach out to for 
assistance outside traditional office hours of 8 am to 5 
pm (SD=.461), (h) practice active listening (SD=.461). 

The eight best practices in conjunction with the 
four themes identified were used to form the 
recommendations to leaders and practitioners. Theme 
one reflects the relationships between students and 
the administration. Theme one encompasses the 
transition to higher education for a nontraditional 
student and provides a student’s first step to 
socialization and building rapport with the staff at the 
HEI directly linked to the conceptual framework (Tinto, 
1974; Schlossberg, 1981; Bean & Metzner, 1985). The 
administration staff (admissions and enrollment) 
should have a checklist of expectations that must be 
reviewed, verified, and signed by the student. The 
checklist should include onboarding items including 
does the student has a computer and internet access, 
can the student navigate the classroom or have the 
tools to understand the online environment, and the 
resources the student may need to be successful. If the 
student is struggling with any topics on the checklist 
further guidance and/or orientation courses should be 
assigned to the student prior to starting class. 

Theme two, faculty engagement, is the focus of the 
second recommendation. Building rapport, positive 
communication, and engaging with students increases 
the student’s commitment to the course and may 
increase success through socialization efforts (Tinto, 
1975; Bean & Mentzer, 1981, Glazier & Harris, 2020). 
To assist faculty with these expectations HEI leaders 
may institute a training course for faculty, specifically 
incoming faculty, inexperienced faculty, and faculty 
members who are experiencing low retention rates. 
This course should revolve around the actions that 
will assist with increasing online retention, for 
example reviewing the challenges of adult learners 
and identifying actions faculty may instill to provide 
support to this student population. 

Twenty-four-hour technical support encompasses 
theme three, course design, and technology. As HEI 
leaders increase the online course presence the 
ground campus day-to-day operational expenses may 
be lowered, and the budget shifted to the technical 
support for online environments (Kordrastami & 
Seitz, 2022). Twenty-four-hour technical support 

offers nontraditional online students support outside 
the traditional 8 am – 5 pm office hours and allows 
students to complete the coursework on the student’s 
schedule. 

The final two recommendations revolve around 
them four, HEI overall. First is active listening. 
Active listening should be coached to all HEI staff. 
Leaders can create active listening scenarios for 
role play dependent upon the division. The role play 
should be practiced within teams allowing team 
members to apply active listening strategies to an 
individual’s interaction with the student. The active 
listening strategies will further allow HEI staff to build 
socialization factors with the student and provide the 
HEI staff an opportunity to understand the student’s 
needs and provide the resources or guidance needed 
to overcome the student’s specific situation. 

The final recommendation is for HEI leaders to bring 
in a dedicated person(s) to support students outside 
traditional office hours. Building and maintaining 
communication with the study may be done virtually 
allowing for nontraditional students to feel connected 
to the HEI staff. The flexibility of HEI leaders to 
support students through student services, availability, 
and technical support has been shown to increase 
student retention (Muljana & Tian, 2019). All the 
recommendations revolve around the best practices 
and identified themes that were identified in the 
modified Delphi study. 

As the attendance of nontraditional online students 
continues to grow, the need to identify best practices 
and recommendations to improve retention will 
increase. The recommendations identified by this 
study to leaders and practitioners include a checklist 
of student expectations during admissions, training 
courses for faculty and staff, and support for students 
outside traditional office hours. These best practices 
and recommendations should serve as a starting point 
in the effort to bridge the gap in research and practices 
related to increasing nontraditional online student 
retention. 
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Abstract
Retention of doctoral learners is problematic for 
higher education institutions. Designing and planning 
an online learning environment conducive to growth 
and satisfactory cognitive development takes different 
pedagogical ingredients. A critical aspect of learning is 
the learner’s belief that intelligence is not fixed but can 
be developed; therefore, goals can be achieved. The 
purpose of the article is to examine human motivation 
and two of the most notorious learning theories 
(behaviorism and constructivism) to provide practical 
guidance in creating the conditions to nurture 
learners’ growth mindset.

 

Introduction
Growth mindset theorists believe that individuals’ 
intellectual abilities and intelligence can be developed 
through hard work and effort (Yeager & Dweck, 2021). 
On the other hand, Yeager and Dweck (2021) also 
posited that individuals with a fixed mindset ascribe 
to the belief that intelligence is fixed and, thus, 

unalterable. Dweck (2016) asserted that people with 
a growth mindset worry less about appearances of 
intelligence while putting all the effort into learning. 
In contrast, individuals with a fixed mindset avoid 
challenges, attempting to conceal difficulties in 
understanding tasks in fear of being judged by 
others as “less intelligent” (Campbell et al., 2020). 
Hochanadel and Finamore (2015) explained that the 
theory might benefit those who struggle and lack grit, 
especially in an online environment. 

Higher education institutions need empirically 
and theoretically-based solutions to the problem 
of online doctoral student attrition. As doctoral 
students reach the dissertation-writing phase, grit 
and effort become necessary tools. Irvine (2018) 
explained that motivation encompasses engagement, 
persistence, and interest, involving many theoretical 
constructs. In this article, the social cognitive theory, 
the expectancy-value, the attribution theory, and the 
achievement goal postulates will be examined to shed 
light on the mindset theories. In addition, the tenets 
of constructivism and behaviorism, two of the most 
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notorious learning theories, will also be examined to 
explain how pedagogies may promote motivation, a 
growth mindset, and, thus, persistence among doctoral 
students.

 

Motivational Theories and the 
Mindset Theory
Gopalan et al. (2017) defined human motivation as 
a construct guiding human-goal-oriented behavior. 
Gopalan et al. (2017) also added that motivation and 
the learning process are intertwined, producing 
achievement. Motivation can be intrinsic or extrinsic. 
Intrinsic motivation is engaging in an activity without 
external reward or for its own sake (Valerio, 2012). 
In contrast, extrinsic motivation requires external 
rewards (Valerio, 2012). Attaining intrinsic motivation 
should be the ultimate goal of instructors for students; 
thus, it is necessary to understand the theories of 
motivation to develop purposeful pedagogical venues 
to instill an intrinsic desire to learn.

According to Bandura (1986), the Social Cognitive 
Theory (SCT) emphasizes the dual relationship and 
interactive nature of individuals’ characteristics, 
behaviors, and environment. Similarly, Bandura 
(2001) posited that individuals possess agentic roles. 
According to Bandura (2001), agency involves people’s 
belief systems, self-regulation skills, and endowments. 
Bandura (2001) also contended that these principles 
enable people to play a part in their self-growth, 
adaptation, and renewal in a changing environment. 
The tenets of SCT are intertwined with the growth 
mindset theory as people with a growth mindset 
self-regulate (set goals, put in the effort), adapt to the 
environment, persist, and are more self-efficacious in 
overcoming barriers (Burnette et al., 2020).

Self-efficacy is a subset of Bandura’s (1986) SCT. 
The agentic aspect of the self-efficacy constructs 
emphasizes the importance of individuals’ perceptions 
of their success capabilities (Bandura, 1986). 
Perceived self-efficacy is altered based on mastery 
experiences, vicarious influence, and social perception 
through bogus feedback, attributional evaluations, 
and incentives (Bandura, 1986). Self-confidence in 
one’s ability (self-efficacy) is a powerful motivator 
(Burnette et al., 2020). In addition, Bandura (1982) also 
asserted that self-efficacy judgment (flawed or precise) 
might directly influence people’s decisions to select 
what activities to complete. Individuals with a growth 

mindset tend to self-perceive as more capable, thus, 
more persistent. Dweck (1999) contended that mindset 
might influence the development of self-efficacy.

As self-efficacy plays a central role in cognition and 
performance, Zhou and Brown (2015) proposed 
that self-efficacy can be developed by providing the 
learner with experiences leading to mastery, which 
is translated into moving the learner from achieving 
simple tasks to attaining complex ones. Furthermore, 
the instructor should design instructional models 
showing specific processes for conquering knowledge. 
Similarly, Zhou and Brown (2015) also asserted that 
individuals should apply self-care as emotional and 
physical states may impact outcomes. In addition, 
verbal encouragement should be provided.

In a nutshell, Social Cognitive Theory reveals that 
learning takes place by observing others. Social 
psychologists agree that while the environment 
contributes to individual behaviors, the individual 
and cognition are just as important (Zhou & Brown, 
2015). Hence, to produce desired learning outcomes, 
instructors should provide environmental conditions 
for successful learning (Zhou & Brown, 2015). 
Successful learning outcomes may lead to mindset 
changes.

The expectancy-value theory was developed to 
understand student motivation. The theory has two 
main components in promoting successful motivation: 
The expectancy to succeed and the value of engaging 
and completing a task (Barron & Hulleman, 2015). 
According to Irvine (2018), students’ task choices 
are based on the degree of difficulty and the cost 
associated with the task. While expectancy beliefs 
are related to academic performance, motivation 
based on value may predict future career goals (Degol 
et al., 2018). Based on the expectancy-value theory 
tenets, Irvine (2018) highlighted the interrelationship 
between the theory and self-efficacy. In addition, a 
relationship between a student’s mindset (growth or 
fixed perceptions about intelligence) has potential 
implications for performance expectations and values 
(Degol et al., 2018).

Attribution theory (Weiner, 1972) revealed the 
importance of studying how people made sense of 
their successes and failures. According to Weiner 
(1972), the aptitude for learning and succeeding at 
a task is a significant cornerstone of the attribution 
theory. For example, a student may persist after failing 
a class because of a lack of effort. On the other hand, 
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if the student fails the class because of a lack of skills 
(attributes), the student may become unmotivated, 
resulting in attrition (Dweck & Yeager, 2020). Dweck 
and Yeager (2020) also explained that the perception 
of abilities (attributions) as a fixed attribute vs. the 
perception that attributes can be developed is the 
foundation of the mindset theory.

Central to the achievement goal theory is how 
competence is perceived. According to Cho et al. 
(2019), achievement goals are divided into mastery, 
performance approach, and performance-avoidance. 
Students whose performance strives for mastery 
focus on developing skills through practice to master 
tasks (Cho et al., 2019). On the other hand, students 
in the performance-avoiding group focus on avoiding 
judgment of their competence. The theoretical 
association between the achievement goal theory 
and the mindset theory is precisely the achievement 
goal adopted by the learner. As mentioned before, the 
mindset theory postulates that a learner with a growth 
mindset will focus on developing the ability to master a 
task. On the other hand, a learner with a fixed mindset 
will set a goal to either avoid the task or demonstrate 
competence through the task.

 

Keeping Constructivism and 
Behaviorism in Mind to Foster 
Learners’ Growth Mindset
Educational and psychologist researchers developed 
multiple learning theories based on how individuals 
learn, retain, and recall knowledge (Clark, 2018). 
Some of the most influential learning theories are 
behaviorism and constructivism. Learning theories 
are the compass that drives the design of academic 
learning activities, creating specific conditions for 
cognitive development. Although learning theories 
provide insight into learning, instructors and 
curriculum designers should carefully examine 
pedagogical venues to strategically use the power of 
the learning theories to promote a growth mindset 
among doctoral students.

Starting with the tenets of behaviorism, a learner 
may respond to a stimulus by association (Clark, 
2018). An aspect of behaviorism is the absence 
of emphasis on thinking, as behaviorists believe 
learning results from conditioning and observable 
behaviors, and the learner is a blank canvas (Clark, 
2018). Hence, an instructor may create a teacher-

centered environment where pedagogies consist of 
repetition and memory associations to reinforce a 
skill, use incentives, and even penalize learners for 
their lack of accomplishments (Stewart, 2012). While 
behaviorism has a place in higher education, it is 
essential to understand some of its damaging effects 
on motivation. For example, an instructor may provide 
feedback to a student that sounds demeaning or harsh 
to motivate the learner to acquire the cognitive skills 
needed to complete the task (Campbell et al., 2020). 
However, the instructor’s actions may produce the 
opposite effect as the learner’s sense of self-efficacy 
and competence declines. 

In addition, an instructor-centered learning 
environment where adult learners are deprived 
of opportunities to interact with the instructor 
and content in meaningful thought-provoking 
conversations may also cause students to perceive they 
are not provided with sufficient opportunities to access 
learning. According to Ricci (2013), engaging learners 
in critical thinking rather than memorizing tasks 
develops persistence and a growth mindset. A positive 
outcome may also occur by using positive interactions, 
such as commending students for their efforts rather 
than for their ability, smiling, and praising them. 
Hence, the learner must build a rapport with the 
instructor.

The constructivist classroom reveals learning as 
a result of mental processes emphasizing modern 
technologies (Stewart, 2012). Constructivist theorists 
and instructors believe that learners create new 
knowledge through interaction with instructors, 
peers, and the environment based on prior knowledge 
(Campbell et al., 2020). According to Vygotsky (1978), 
social interaction plays a vital role in acquiring 
knowledge. Furthermore, Vygotsky (1978) also stated 
that the learner experiences cognitive conflict through 
peer interaction. As a result, the learner engages in 
problem-solving. 

Vygotsky’s contribution to zones of proximal 
development also reveals that a student’s current zone 
of development may be increased through peer and 
instructor guidance. Scaffolding learning tasks should 
be based on individual students’ needs (Zhou & Brown, 
2015). The latter may assist the student in overcoming 
learning barriers, thus attaining skill mastery and 
increasing self-efficacy, positively impacting beliefs 
on intelligence. Higher institutions may benefit from 
Vygotsky’s social constructivism theory by carefully 
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assessing all students’ zones of proximal development 
to move the student forward through the learning 
continuum. Finding students’ zones of proximal 
development may also positively impact beliefs 
about intelligence as malleable, not as a fixed human 
attribute.

Furthermore, Vygotsky’s views intertwine with 
self-belief theories as students experience success 
in moving up in the learning continuum. A danger 
of constructivism-teaching approaches is designing 
courses without structure (Stewart, 2012), as 
sometimes, constructivists assume that students will 
learn the content on their own. Considering Vygotsky’s 
views about the importance of peer/instructor/learner 
interactions may pose a challenge for online doctoral 
learners. However, a lack of interactions may be solved 
by purposefully planning for them.

 

Conclusion
Theories are functional in research as they illuminate 
fields of study explaining phenomena (Schunk, 2012). 
Learning and behavior, for example, are supported 
by a variety of theories; therefore, it becomes 
critical not just to examine concepts and theoretical 
frameworks but also to seek practical applications 
that are supported by theories. Current problems in 
higher education, including retaining online doctoral 
students, may be solved through reflection on how 
a growth mindset can be intertwined in the online 
environment, purposefully bridging the gap between 
motivation, learning theories, and practice.
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Abstract
A student’s sense of belonging in higher education 
has been linked to higher student retention. Students 
who have a stronger sense of belonging tend to have 
higher academic self-confidence, motivation, and 
levels of academic engagement and achievement. 
Faculty engagement in intentional practices to support 
a sense of belonging plays an important role in 
supporting students’ engagement and involvement in 
academic and social activities. An in-depth exploration 
of belonging in higher education is reviewed, along 
with a few recommended intentional practices faculty 
can utilize to develop a sense of belonging in online 
learners. 

 

Belonging: An Exploration
Faculty in higher education are charged with 
ensuring student success and retention, building 
interpersonal relationships while simultaneously 
dispensing required course content, and espousing 
practitioner knowledge in a safe, and non-judgmental 
environment. Facilitating online courses requires 
faculty to have an active social presence and build a 
sense of community. At the fundamental level of these 
teaching and learning practices, many universities 
are embracing the idea of integrating a sense of 
belonging into their interactions with students to boost 
these essential outcomes in students’ educational 
journeys. Belonging is not new and is more than a new 
buzzword. The idea of belonging has long been a core 
focus of psychology and sociology research. A sense 
of belonging is defined as “a feeling of connectedness, 

that one is important or matters to others” (Strayhorn, 
2018, p. 2). Carol Goodenow (1993) defined a sense 
of belonging as “students’ sense of being accepted, 
valued, included, and encouraged by others (teachers 
and peers) in the academic classroom and of feeling 
oneself to be an important part of the life and activity 
of the class” (p. 25). Students’ sense of belonging has 
been recognized as a vital force to foster success, 
engagement, and well-being (National Academies of 
Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2017; Goodenow, 
1993; Pedler et al., 2022). The absence of a sense of 
belonging can lead to low self-esteem, depression, and 
anxiety which can undermine academic performance 
and retention (Haggerty et al., 2002; Walton & Cohen, 
2007). 

Unsurprisingly, a sense of belonging in higher 
education students has been linked to student 
retention and students who have a stronger sense 
of belonging tend to have developed academic self-
confidence and advanced motivation with higher 
levels of academic engagement and achievement 
(Gillen-O’Neel, 2019; Maunder, 2018; Murphy & Zirkel, 
2015; Osterman, 2000; Slaten et al., 2016). For faculty 
to support intentional interactions and achieve a 
sense of belonging in the online environment when 
working with adult learners, it is imperative to address 
the multi-dimensional components of belonging 
and its linkages to health, well-being, and cognitive, 
emotional, and behavioral processes (Baumeister & 
Leary, 1995; Maunder, 2018; Pedler et al., 2022; Gillen-
O’Neel, 2019; Strayhorn, 2018).

The need-to-belong theory suggests that people have a 
fundamental need to form and maintain interpersonal 
relationships (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Strayhorn, 
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2018). Based on Abraham Maslow’s (1987) hierarchy 
of needs, belongingness is positioned at the midpoint 
of the hierarchy of needs and is referred to as the need 
for interpersonal relationships, developing social 
connections, and being part of a group. While the need 
for belonging isn’t as urgent as physiological and safety 
needs on Maslow’s hierarchy, the need to belong still 
significantly influences achieving feelings of esteem 
and a desire for self-actualization (Baumeister & Leary, 
1995; Maslow, 1987). In addition, social connection 
and being part of a group shapes emotion, cognition, 
motivation, and behavior (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; 
Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Pedler, Willis, & Nieuwoudt, 
2022). Thus, students who feel a strong sense of 
belonging establish strong relationships with others 
including their peers and faculty, preserving academic 
motivation, and promoting success and retention in 
higher education (Pardede et al., 2020; Maunder, 2018; 
Pedler et al., 2022; Gillen-O’Neel, 2019; Strayhorn, 
2018). 

A student’s sense of belonging is dynamic and 
fluctuates between classes and experiences with 
faculty. There is a strong correlation between 
engaging in concrete relationships based on regular 
social interactions in the educational context and 
a student’s sense of belonging. Faculty play an 
important role in supporting students’ engagement 
and involvement in academic and social activities to 
support belonging, self-esteem, academic motivation, 
and achievement (Ahn & Howard, 2020; Baumeister 
& Leary, 1995; Osterman, 2000). Belonging and 
academic engagement is influenced not only by 
the students’ social interactions and perceptions 
of personal experiences but also by a stable and 
enduring educational environment (Ahn & Howard, 
2020; Gillen-O’Neel, 2019; Pedler, Willis, & Nieuwoudt, 
2022). Because online students have reduced human 
contact in the online setting, it is important that 
intentional online interactions between faculty and 
students are specifically aimed at improving a sense 
of belonging to enhance the student experience 
and performance (Kim et al., 2022). The learning 
environment including people, such as peers and 
faculty, in the online setting, has been identified as 
a major determinant in students’ development of a 
sense of belonging in higher education (Bates, Kaye, & 
McCann, 2017; Martin, Jansen, & Beckmann, 2016). 

 

Building Community and Social 
Presence in the Online Classroom
Students with a strong sense of trusting connections 
with faculty and peers and who experience a 
nurturing virtual environment are more likely to 
have an increased sense of belonging. Faculty must 
dedicate themselves to being intentional with every 
interaction when building community and social 
presence in the online classroom (Soria & Stubblefield, 
2015). The quality of interactions in the educational 
context is essential and promoted by creating a 
circle of support with peers and faculty through 
intentional social connections (Ahn & Howard, 2020; 
Pedler, Willis, & Nieuwoudt, 2022). Engaging in 
meaningful opportunities to authenticate emergent 
knowledge, instill confidence, and validate students’ 
accomplishments in a supportive and welcoming 
environment reduces barriers of social isolation, 
low self-esteem, and feelings of disconnectedness. 
Learning and using a student’s preferred name and/or 
pronoun during communications is linked to personal 
acceptance and students reported feeling respected 
and supported (Thomas, 2012; Baters, Kaye, & 
McCann, 2017). Using greetings and praise in written 
dialogue and encouraging students to express their 
viewpoints in online discussions are behaviors that 
faculty can model. By sharing stories and knowledge 
through written expression in online discussions using 
creative strategies to personalize communication, 
faculty can increase students’ sense of belonging. 
Simple approaches can include utilizing text-based 
techniques such as common abbreviations like LOL, 
meaning “laugh out loud” or punctuation, such as 
exclamation points. Simple phrases such as “hello’ 
and “take care” can improve students’ perceptions of 
caring by faculty and enhance a sense of belonging 
(Bates et al., 2017; Martin, Jansen, & Beckmann, 2016; 
Plante & Asselin, 2014). Online community building 
can create a significant sense of social presence that 
is reciprocal and mutually respective (Ahn & Howard, 
2020; Chen & Bogachenko, 2022; Rockinson-Szapkiw 
et al., 2010; Slaten et al., 2016).

 

Emojis: A Valuable Communication 
Tool
The use of emojis in the online classroom can be a 
valuable communication tool. An emoji is a small 
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digital image or icon used to express an idea or 
emotion. Digital communication containing emojis 
has exhibited a meaningfully positive influence on 
students’ cognitive responses to faculty (Zhang et al., 
2021). In addition, utilizing emojis in communication 
resulted in higher motivation and sustained attention 
in class due to increased student perceptions of 
authenticity and intimacy in building relationships 
with faculty (Kim et al, 2020; Olmas-Raya et al., 2018; 
Wei, Wang, & Klausner, 2012). Emojis help individuals 
modify communication tone and convey nuanced 
emotional states to reduce message ambiguity by 
replacing words with icons. Simply using a smiley-face 
emoji has demonstrated the enhanced persuasion 
of a message, created joy in the receiver of the 
message, and expressed agreeability and positive 
social intention from the sender (Kim et al., 2020). 
Utilizing this technology-based language in a culturally 
sensitive way is one simple approach to increase 
interactions and build a sense of belonging through 
online messaging (Zhang et al, 2021).

 

Encouraging Multimodality
Students in online classrooms often feel isolated 
and seek opportunities to bridge the virtual 
distance (Slaten et al., 2016). Multimodality by way 
of augmenting weekly asynchronous discussions 
with synchronous face-to-face sessions lends itself 
to beneficial conditions for online collaboration 
and an increased sense of social presence (Chen & 
Bogachenko, 2022; Rockinson-Szapkiw et al., 2010). 
Faculty are encouraged to facilitate periodic live 
sessions on platforms such as Blackboard, Zoom, and 
Microsoft Teams. By hosting real-time communication 
students can engage in interactive and inclusive 
conversation which can bolster engagement with 
peers and faculty leading to an enhanced sense of 
belonging (Chen & Bogachenko, 2022; Sharoff, 2014; 
Zumbrunn, 2014). By incorporating learning materials 
with conversations in the live virtual session, faculty 
can encourage peer-to-peer engagement and positive 
interactions to foster social connections, nurture the 
learning process, and cultivate a sense of belonging 
(Ahn & Howard, 2020; Baumeister & Leary, 1995; 
Freeman et al., 2014; Peisachovich et al., 2016)

 

Conclusion
Students’ sense of belonging is a vital force to foster 
success, engagement, and well-being as when students 

develop strong social and academic connections, they 
have higher motivation and higher levels of academic 
achievement (Ahn & Howard, 2020; Gillen-O’Neel, 
2019; Pedler, Willis, & Nieuwoudt, 2022). There is 
a positive correlation between student success and 
belonging that echoes well-established theories on 
belonging (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Maslow, 1987). 
It is crucial for faculty in higher education to seek ways 
to create a sense of belonging in the online educational 
environment. Indeed, intentional online interactions, 
building a stable and enduring educational 
environment, and capitalizing on opportunities that 
foster a sense of belonging can have far-reaching 
implications for students and universities alike (Chen 
& Bogachenko, 2022; Kim et al, 2020; Olmas-Raya et 
al., 2018; Sharoff, 2014; Wei et al., 2012; Zhang et al., 
2021; Zumbrunn, 2014).
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Abstract
Entering the world of Academia offers learners career 
and personal rewards. However, many doctoral 
students do not complete their studies despite these 
benefits. The empirical literature revealed that 
attrition in online doctoral programs is 10 to 20% 
higher (Ames et al., 2018). Consequently, researchers’ 
efforts to assist higher education institutions in 
ameliorating attrition have focused on developing 
models to explain possible variables. While these 
models offer insights into the problem, researchers 
today should consider adding new variables explaining 
online doctoral student attrition based on the current 
condition of higher education. The purpose of this 
article was twofold: a) to examine various theoretical 
frameworks developed to aid higher education 
institutions in retaining online learners and b) to shed 
light on recommendations of new variables to consider 
in new models of retention and persistence.  

 

Introduction
A doctoral degree is a positive investment in an 

individual’s career (Fraenza & Rye, 2021). A doctorate 
opens the door to less unemployment and higher 
income (Ames et al., 2018; Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
2019). Kaur et al. (2022) explained that the process 
of acquiring a doctoral degree stimulates problem-
solving skills, research, and writing abilities, thus 
producing a profound intellectual transformation. 
The journey prepares the individual to become 
better employable, impacting a person’s life on 
all fronts. However, despite all the advantages of 
a doctoral degree and the popularity of studying 
online, the literature on doctoral student attrition 
has established that 40% to 70% of students do not 
persevere to program culmination (Ames et al., 2018). 
According to Ames et al. (2018), attrition from online 
doctoral programs is 10% to 20% higher than in other 
programs, with some margin of variation among 
institutions.

While online doctoral courses flourish in the United 
States and worldwide, allowing the learner to 
experience a self-paced schedule, fewer geographic 
constraints, and accessibility of content (Studebaker & 
Curtis, 2021), higher education institutions continue 
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to be concerned about the retention of online doctoral 
students (Brown, 2017; Studebaker & Curtis, 2021). 
Hence, it is vital to delve deeper into the literature 
addressing previous models of retention and 
persistence of the online doctoral journey to engage, 
motivate, and retain learners. The purpose of this 
article was twofold: a) to examine various theoretical 
frameworks developed to aid higher education 
institutions in retaining online learners and b) to 
shed light on recommendations and new variables to 
consider in these models of retention and persistence.  

 

A Doctoral Journey’s Challenges
A doctoral degree involves a more rigorous process 
than a Master’s degree (Kaur et al., 2022). Enrolling 
in a doctoral program comes with the notion that 
the student will experience academic growth (Gray 
& Crosta, 2019). In addition, completing a doctoral 
program is not free of personal, professional, and 
financial challenges (Fraenza & Rye, 2021). Other 
tribulations overwhelming doctoral students 
throughout their journey are stress, anxiety, and 
exhaustion, including a lack of preparedness to face 
the tasks associated with developing their research 
identity and skills (Fraenza & Rye, 2021). Furthermore, 
online doctoral students experience a lack of 
collaboration, isolation, and family problems that may 
lead to dissatisfaction and attrition (Elmore, 2021). 

According to Ames et al. (2018), doctoral attrition can 
occur at any stage of the online program; however, the 
highest attrition occurs during dissertation writing 
as the student transitions from being a consumer of 
information to designing and conducting research 
independently. Writing a dissertation is unlike any 
other task the student has ever experienced; hence, 
problems such as communication with faculty, unclear 
expectations, and struggling with the dissertation 
process may cause poor motivation, disengagement, 
and attrition (Ames et al., 2018; Gray & Costa, 2019).

 

Higher Education Attrition and 
Persistence Frameworks: A Review 
of the Literature
Several theories and frameworks have been developed 
to explain and diminish dropout (Choi & Park, 2018). 
The historical literature revealed models addressing 

attrition among traditional college students, 
nontraditional, and models for online learners. Some 
of these frameworks are Tintos’ traditional student 
integration model, Bean and Metzner’s, Rovai’s model 
of student persistence for adult dropouts in online 
learning, and Park’s model of online student retention 
(Park, 2007). While some of these frameworks were 
developed before the internet and online learning, the 
models have been the foundation for developing new 
models for online learning.

 

Tinto’s Model of Traditional Student 
Attrition
Tinto (2006) explained that when student retention 
issues became noticeable in higher education 
institutions, the problem was attributed to students’ 
skills and attributes. According to Tinto (2006), 
students who left were viewed as failing, but the 
institution’s role in attrition was not considered. 
However, the view of higher education retention 
shifted in later years to consider the link between 
the environment and the institution in the student’s 
decision to leave. 

Tinto’s model intertwines academic and social 
integration to increase student persistence and 
retention (Burke, 2019). Tinto (2012) stated that the 
interaction between the student and the educational 
environment determines whether attrition occurs. 
According to Burke (2019), Tinto posited that certain 
elements contributed to students’ persistence and 
attrition: Experiences prior to college and experiences 
at college. Tinto (2006) argued that certain conditions 
after student admission, such as student integration, 
are affected by school practices and policies. Tinto also 
highlighted the importance of integrating students’ 
Grade Point Average (GPA) and positive interactions 
with peers and faculty to produce student commitment 
to remain in the program (Burke, 2019). 

 

Bean and Metzner’s Model of 
Nontraditional Students Drop Out
Bean and Metzner developed another framework 
model for nontraditional student dropouts in 1985 
(Choi & Park, 2018). According to Bean and Metzner 
(1985), a need to understand why older nontraditional 
college students drop out propelled the development 
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of the model. Bean and Metzner (1985) contended 
that nontraditional students’ characteristics differ 
from traditional students; therefore, a new set of 
variables must be considered to understand this 
group’s attrition. Bean and Metzner (1985) added that 
while socialization in college was not significant, other 
aspects of previous frameworks should not be ignored. 
In a nutshell, Bean and Metzner (1985) indicated that 
students will drop out when the following variables 
are present: a) poor academic performance, b) Intent 
to leave resulting from psychological factors and 
academic outcomes, c) background-defining variables 
(high school performance and educational goals), and 
d) environmental variables.

 

Rovai’s Model of Persistence of 
Online Learners
According to Choi and Park (2018), Rovai’s model 
combines Bean and Metzner’s and Tintos’models. 
However, elements contemplating the characteristics 
of online learners were added as previous models were 
created before distance learning gained popularity. 
According to Rovai (2003), the following factors 
influence online student persistence and attrition: 
a) students’ characteristics before admission to the 
program, b) external factors after the student has been 
admitted into the program, and c) internal factors after 
admission (see Figure 1).

Table 1 | Rovai’s model.

 

Park’s Model of Retention of Online 
Learners
Park (2007) revised the structure of Rovai’s model and 
made modifications (see Figure 2). According to Park 
(2007), external factors should be moved between 
prior admission and during the course because 
students’ decisions to quit are not only affected prior 
to admission but also during the courses. Park (2007) 
contended that workload and job responsibilities 
determine adult distance learners’ attrition outcomes. 
Some students quit even before they start a course as 
external factors set in. Furthermore, Park (2007) also 
explained that internal and external factors interact, 
consequently affecting retention and persistence.

Table 2 | Park’s model.

 

Previous Models’ Limitations and 
Aspects to Incorporate in Other 
Models
Student Individual variables considered in these 
models of attrition and persistence (goals, background, 
learner characteristics, and skills) could represent a 
challenge for retention as many of these conditions 
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are inherent to the student and not the institution; 
nonetheless, they are essential for motivation and, 
thus, persistence. A limitation found in previous 
models that may impact students’ characteristics is 
based on Bandura’s self-efficacy construct. 

According to Bandura (1994), self-efficacy is defined 
as an individual’s belief in his/her ability to succeed. 
Furthermore, Bandura (1997) contended that 
individuals’ self-efficacy perceptions might change 
as they encounter new and more challenging tasks. 
Self-efficacy levels will vary depending on the success 
and failure of such tasks (Bandura, 1997). Hence, 
based on Bandura’s assertions, Usher and Pajares 
(2008) concluded that instructors should encourage 
students to consider small gains rather than perfect 
task completion. According to Bandura, focusing on 
small gains rather than failures may positively impact 
self-efficacy. In addition, Bandura (1994) contended 
that self-efficacy is learned.

Consequently, if self-efficacy can be learned, then it 
can be taught. Teaching or guiding students toward 
increasing self-efficacy should be added to online 
doctoral student retention and persistence models. 
Higher institutions may improve students’ sense 
of self-efficacy by understanding each student’s 
struggles, thus tailoring specific strategies to build the 
student’s sense of self-efficacy. After all, one size of 
instruction does not fit all.

Another salient aspect to consider in a model is adding 
a component of self-care. Self-care is a significant 
component of today’s education after the global 
pandemic (Aaslund, 2021). According to Bandura 
(1997), self-efficacy can be affected by physical and 
psychological components such as anxiety, stress, 
and fatigue. Bandura (1997) also added that people’s 
self-efficacy levels increase based on psychological 
factors. Hence, higher levels of students’ physical and 
psychological well-being may positively impact online 
doctoral students’ retention and persistence. Higher 
education institutions may be able to help students 
enhance their sense of self-efficacy and increase 
persistence and retention by designing a well-rounded 
student wellness program. 

Empirical models examining adult learner retention 
and persistence are pivotal. As noted, each model 
builds on another, and as new models emerge, other 
variables are added to reflect discoveries omitted in 
previous models. While more research needs to be 
done as higher education transforms with societal 

changes, a few essential points are relevant and 
universal and should be considered by all higher 
education institutions. 

1. Avoid student isolation by designing a system 
where students communicate with one another, 
as this may improve academic goals and 
institutional commitment.

2. Instructors should engage with learners at least 
once a week in a setting where students can ask 
questions and establish relationships.

3. Conduct case study research in the 
organization to determine specific 
environmental and internal academic variables 
affecting student persistence.

4. Construct a novel model of student retention 
based on the specific institution’s variables and 
needs.

5. Higher education internal factors should 
purposefully incorporate teaching students’ 
self-efficacy.

6. Create a sound student wellness program.

 

Conclusion
Online doctoral learning programs necessitate special 
attention to avoid attrition. Past models offer valuable 
insights into the problem. However, the condition 
of higher education is constantly changing, so it 
is crucial to develop new theories and conceptual 
frameworks that better explain and shed light on the 
retention of online doctoral learners mirroring the 
institution’s characteristics and the learner. Future 
research questions may focus on how the pandemic 
transformed the variables considered in previous 
retention models to adapt and develop new theoretical 
frameworks for online doctoral learner attrition.
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Abstract
The integration of technology for adult learners in 
college and workplace settings creates a new way 
for students to learn and access lessons. Technology 
within the classroom also creates new avenues for 
instructors to teach. Technology implementation is 
not always fully embraced by teachers; resistance 
sometimes occurs. As technology became intertwined 
in learning delivery and outcomes, school and 
organizational leaders grappled with faculty training, 
ensuring equitable access to technology, technical 
support, and integration into course curricula. Simply 
integrating technology into the classroom is no 
guarantee of improved outcomes as technology in one 
school or organization may prove successful while the 
same technology in another setting will not produce 
the same positive results.

Background
Technology use in the classroom and the use of 
technology to deliver remote learning is an ever-
evolving concept. The predecessor of distance 
education was physical mail correspondence. 
Technology changed the very means by which learning 
and knowledge are delivered and made possible by 
the inclusion of pre-recorded media, instantaneous 
one- and two-way audio and video, shared graphics, 
and one-on-one and group audio-video meetings 

(Özüdogru, 2021). Hastings and Bauman (2020) noted 
the Association for Educational Communications & 
Technology defined educational technology as “… the 
study and ethical application of theory, research, and 
best practices to advance knowledge as well as mediate 
and improve learning and performance through the 
strategic design, management, and implementation of 
learning and instructional processes and resources” 
(p 188). Technology in classrooms includes many 
forms, from simple integration of internet searches as 
part of assignments to the introduction of student-led 
gamification of curricula (Lin, 2022). Learners born 
during the internet era are familiar with computer 
interfaces and the advent of learning interfaces is 
a crucial element in inspiring and enhancing the 
participation and educational settings of the cyber-era 
learner (Lin, 2022).

When considering the integration of technology in 
the classroom it is necessary to consider how the 
integration and use of various technologies impact 
learning as well as important emotional implications. 
Gaining an understanding of the emotional aspects 
of learning and finding methods of supporting the 
emotional processes surrounding technology-based 
learning (TBl) is fast becoming a vital goal in a variety 
of research communities including online content 
management platforms which manage the creation 
and modification of digital content, a virtual reality 
which is the use of computer technology to create 
simulated environments, intelligent tutoring systems 
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which are computer systems utilized to provide 
instantaneous and tailored instruction and feedback 
to the learner without human intervention, and 
hypermedia systems, which is a framework allowing 
hyperlinking activity in a structured manner (Loderer 
et al., 2020). 

Technology Integration in College
The plethora of information available from the internet 
is not consistently reliable or accurate; however, the 
advantage of having wealth of information provides 
college students with an opportunity to develop 
higher-level critical thinking and research skills 
to procure valid information (Delgado et al., 2015). 
Integrating technology by using a hybrid learning 
method provides advantages at the college level. 
Combining face-to-face learning with online learning 
offers students opportunities to explore a richer 
learning environment and eliminate the potential 
isolation found in fully online courses (Delgado et 
al., 2015). The blended platform allows students to 
utilize technology resources to discover, share, and 
create information on a much larger scale than in 
the traditional classroom setting alone (Yan, 2022). 
Research study results from a survey sent to 270 
community colleges showed that the responding 
faculty and students consistently used tablet devices 
to streamline access for reading ebooks, using 
educational apps, accessing the class, documenting 
lecture notes, and recording audio and videos (Kaur 
& Slimp, 2013). In addition, new forms of wearable 
technology such as smart gloves and smart glasses 
offer sophisticated virtual reality technology to college 
students (Wang & Gao, 2021). A recommendation for 
promoting positive technology is to encourage college 
students to “use technology as a partner in learning 
instead of technology as a teacher” (Pape & Prosser, 
2018, p. 633). 

Selwyn’s (2016) study summarized the realities of 
technology downsides at the college level to four Ds: 
distraction, disruption, difficulty, and detriment. 
Students become sidetracked by social media 
websites. Study results indicated that students find 
social media sites both beneficial and a detriment. 
As a short break from studying to relieve stress 
and tension, these sites served a mental health and 
socialization function; however, when social media 
replaced needed coursework or study time, the sites 
became a distraction (Shane-Simpson & Bakken, 

2022). The use of social media sites may also lead to 
less productive multitasking behaviors as students 
try to alleviate the fear of missing out (FOMO) (Shane-
Simpson & Bakken, 2022) Technology glitches cause 
disruptions in learning at the college level. In an 
Australian study “difficulties with the technology 
far outweighed the celebrations of the technology, 
however, with lecturers describing endless situations 
where the technology had let them down” (Chen et al., 
2020, p. 230). Differences in online learning platforms 
may cause difficulty and interfere with learning 
and outdated or poorly used technology becomes a 
detriment to learning (Selwyn, 2016). 

The wealth of available information from online 
sources may lead to increased instances of plagiarism 
and cheating (Çelik & Odaci, 2013). Additional 
opportunities for academic dishonesty include (a) 
finding students for hire or ghost students when 
taking online classes; (b) sharing text answers using 
emails or screenshots; faking technology glitches 
to gain extra time to complete coursework; and the 
increased emergence of online pay-for-paper websites 
masked as helpful tutoring websites (Adzima, 2020). 
Academic dishonesty in college may be a precursor to 
professional instances of misconduct in the workplace 
(Harper, 2006). While the trend is to utilize as much 
technology as possible, Hechter and Vermette (2013) 
warned not to view technology as a panacea for 
educational deficiencies. 

Technology Integration in 
Workplace Training
The integration of technology in classrooms does not 
stop in the schoolroom. The workplace is a key location 
for enhanced and ongoing learning. Technology 
integration into the learning environment is prevalent 
in the workplace learning environment as well. Much 
of what is learned in a lifetime occurs during work 
coupled with daily tasks and practices (Ley, 2020). 
While systems designed for workplace learning 
frequently draw on structural knowledge about the 
working domain, learning systems do not frequently 
incorporate matured workplace practices. 

Workplace learning is frequently targeted at helping 
employees develop the skills, knowledge, and 
behaviors needed in the workplace. There are three 
types of learning: formal, learning from peers or 
leaders, and self-initiated learning (Wickramasinghe 
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& Ramanathan, 2022). There are three types of drivers 
behind workplace learning: organizational-related, 
individual-related, and team-related. Organizational-
related drivers may include developed processes to 
establish gaps in actual and expected performance, 
maintaining skills, access to trainers, infrastructure 
development, ease of delivery, and aligned work 
design. Individual-related drivers include the 
context of the job, passion, employee attentiveness 
to new developments related to a specific job, and 
drive toward learning. Team-related drivers include 
communication within the team, resolution of conflict 
within the team, team support for learning activities, 
and the team’s concurrence with the organizational 
mission and objectives (Wickramasinghe & 
Ramanathan, 2022).

One form of technology learning in the workplace 
showing great promise is Virtual Human Resource 
Development (VHRD). An important element of VHRD 
is the reach beyond the tool-based perspective. 
Instead, VHRD provides “the addition of an 
environmental view in which these tools form a 
virtual space that interacts with people in a socio-
cultural context” (Bennett & McWhorter, 2022, p. 
101). Combining technologies forms an aggregated 
environment where short-term and long-term learning 
and development from individual learning to group 
levels aid in promoting healthy systems for trainers 
when developing the various learning delivery 
systems. VHRD use forces discussion surrounding 
the implications of online learning, the staggering 
amount of work and learning occurring in corporate 
virtual systems, and the mediating impact of culture in 
influencing learners and their learning environment 
(Bennett & McWhorter, 2022). 

Technology in the classroom poses challenges as does 
technology in the workplace learning and training. 
E-learning is a far-reaching and growing part of online
activities. Servage (2005) cautioned that as technology 
as a learning tool continues to grow and integrate into 
the workplace, there is a weakening of the boundaries 
between people and technology. An approach that 
is excessively instrumental in e-learning fails to 
meet stated learning outcomes for workers and thus 
fails to provide the desired organizational learning 
outcomes for employees. Fundamental issues with the 
integration of technology in the workplace learning 
environment include a lack of consistent terminology, 
confusing and fragmented understanding of just 
what e-learning is, overgeneralizations, a lack of 

standardized frameworks or taxonomies related to 
e-learning strategies, and the inconsistent use of tools
(Servage, 2005).

Solutions and Recommendations
There are several solutions and recommendations to 
ensure the responsible and effective use of technology 
in schools and the workplace. 

• Continuous training to ensure all technology
users, such as students, teachers,
organizational trainers, and employees,
possess the skills and abilities to effectively
utilize the provided technology.

• The availability of sufficient technical support
is important to ensure the overcoming
of obstacles and maintenance of current
hardware and software.

• Benchmarking to see current trends in
technology integration and implementation
in schools and industry may provide further
insight into innovative utilization in a shared
learning community.

• In schools and the workplace, it may be
beneficial to introduce the integration of
technology by transforming already familiar
curricula and workplace resources into digital
formats.

• Utilize additional technology tools and
techniques, such as plagiarism checkers and
randomized assignments and test questions,
to uphold academic honesty and increase
learning outcomes.

Future Research Directions
Exploring future research directions for implementing 
positive innovative technology within all educational 
and workplace settings requires the need to further 
delve into potentially detrimental topics related to 
evidence-based health and wellness issues caused 
by extended device usage. Further research needs 
to determine perceptions, competency levels, and 
training needs for teachers and employees to ensure 
that incorporated technology achieves maximum 
benefit in schools and the workplace.
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Conclusion
Education in the 21st century is in a paradigm 
shift. There is a need to replace older teaching 
methods with innovative techniques incorporating 
technology. Students are comfortable using a variety 
of technology in personal settings, from recreational 
use to sophisticated devices, so it is important to 
implement new advances in classroom teaching 
to sustain learning in the age of digital systems. As 
students navigate from an educational setting to 
the professional workplace, learned skills from the 
educational setting transition and become refined 
to the specific industry. Finding the correct balance 
between innovative implementation and overreliance 
on technology in educational and workplace settings 
continues to be a challenge, presenting both 
advantages and risks.
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It’s the challenge each of us has faced since the day 
we began our very first job. How to balance work and 
our personal lives so each can be equally fulfilling and 
rewarding? On one end of the spectrum, we yearn for 
a job where we could have so much fun, it would not 
even appear like we are working. The perfect blend of 
making a living and experiencing minute-by-minute 
enjoyment like that of spending each moment 
immersed in our favorite hobbies and pastimes - the 
ultimate height of brainwave stimulation and high 
serotonin output. However, that just is neither possible 
nor even feasible, if you will, in all career choices and 
workday roles. It may take several jobs before this 
utopian-like scenario could possibly come to fruition if 
ever. 

That said, what can you do now if your current 
employment situation does not leave you with a 
natural high 24/7? Take some of those hours and 
immerse yourself in activities that balance your 
equilibrium. What you may sow aside from work now 
may help bear passionate fruit in another future job. 
Either way, it’s now up to you to engage in activities 
that help you balance your intellectual, physical, 
and spiritual life, to avoid burnout. It’s time for self-
advocacy. 

Intellectual Health
Intellectually our minds are hungry. Our brains are 
designed to be stimulated. This process is typically 
tied to our passions. It appears we learn better when 

we are interested in the topic with our unique sense 
of immediacy (Mehrabian, 1971, 2007). However, it 
is no surprise that each of us is built differently. Our 
incentive and reward systems are also built differently 
(Sun et al., 2018). Some are incentivized when their 
passion or expertise helps lead their profession or 
when they volunteer to give back to their community 
(National Volunteer Week, 2020). Consider starting 
or joining a professional association in your field and 
working with local chapters to contribute and network. 
Others may feel a sense of accomplishment and 
ongoing passion by developing a grassroots effort that 
solves a long-standing local, state, or national problem, 
even if it takes baby steps. Still, others are at their 
intellectual best when passive income grows beyond 
their expectations (Business World, 2019). 

Time Management
For any outside work activity that can strengthen 
our equilibrium, we must first take stock of how we 
manage our time. Is too much wasted on perusing 
through social networks or in the amount of time we 
spend gossiping or in other activities we know may not 
be too healthy? Maybe it’s worth investing in a program 
like the 7 Healthy Habits of Highly Effective People 
or Families (BusinessWire, 2020). See if your HR may 
be willing to send you through such a program. If not 
consider the investment yourself, at a minimum you 
may find either book useful by itself. By changing how 
you spend your time inside and outside work, you 
can spend the time needed to maintain your intellect 
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through passion and your unique personal reward 
system based on passion. 

 

Physical Balance
This requirement is a bit more simplistic than our 
ability to keep our intellect going, it really is about 
staying in motion. Indeed, it is no surprise that part 
of being balanced is incorporating daily activities 
and avoiding a sedentary lifestyle. I keep track of my 
commitment to achieving a minimum of 5,000 to 
10,000 steps and beyond every day. A smartwatch is a 
great way to track your due diligence to doing just that 
to the point where the watch will remind you to get up 
and move and with a smartphone app you can see your 
weekly, monthly, and yearly progress. The benefits of 
physical activity help with maintaining stress. Whether 
you play pickleball, practice yoga, swim, run, or walk, 
we all need to keep moving (American Institute of 
Stress, 2016). This requirement leads to the last step 
in our workplace, home life balance, our spirituality. 
Spirituality, like our intellect and choice of physical 
activities, differs among everyone.

 

Spirituality
Whether your religion or ability to practice 
mindfulness are separate or one and the same, our 
beliefs and our ability to be spiritual in some way is 
an important piece of the equilibrium balance we all 
need. So, we must devote a certain amount of time 
that allows us to connect with this side of our soul. For 
example, “When we meditate, we make the mind calm, 
quiet, and still—without thoughts. At that time, we have 
to be fully aware of the arrival of thoughts and allow 
no idle thoughts to enter the mind. The mind is vacant 
and tranquil, with neither good nor bad thoughts; 
nothing at all. Our whole existence becomes an empty 
vessel. When this vessel is absolutely empty, with our 
whole inner being we invoke infinite Peace, Light, and 
Bliss so it will enter into the vessel and fill it. This is 
meditation” (SriChinmoyCenter.org, 2018).

Self-advocacy begins when we take stock of our 
intellectual, physical, and spiritual health. To avoid 
disequilibrium, we must manage our time wisely, and 
pick activities outside of our work we gravitate towards 
with a sense of immediacy. In this fashion, even with 
baby steps, we can balance our everyday perspective 
outside of work and lessen the chance of work leading 

to burnout, let alone the newer phenomenon of quiet 
quitting. No one ever said balance was a metaphor for 
staying upright all the time. We are bound to fall here 
and there. But how we get back up and the time we stay 
up should be time well spent on allowing us to believe 
we can move forward with conviction and passion! 
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Abstract
In higher education organizations, the presence or 
absence of intercultural sensitivity training can impact 
organizational culture. Higher education faculty may 
struggle with managing their differences challenging 
administrators to identify inclusive solutions. 
The purpose of this study was to determine if a 
relationship exists between intercultural sensitivity 
and organizational culture in higher education. One 
hundred and eight university faculty members from 
three professional associations participated. The 
Intercultural Sensitivity Scale (ISS) measured five 
concepts: interaction engagement, enjoyment, respect 
for cultural differences, interaction confidence, and 
interaction attentiveness. The Denison Organizational 
Culture and Performance Survey (DOCS) measured 
organizational culture, including involvement, 
consistency, adaptability, and mission. The ISS was 
modified to focus on faculty intercultural sensitivity, 
and questions from the DOCS survey were added to 
create the Intercultural Sensitivity and Organizational 
Culture Survey (ISOCS). The results from this research 

indicated statistically significant relationships 
between intercultural sensitivity and organizational 
culture. The findings provided empirical evidence for 
university leaders to justify incorporating intercultural 
sensitivity programs, professional development, and 
events into their organizational culture.

 

Introduction
Abdul-Raheem (2016) reported implementing 
multicultural events for students and faculty of diverse 
backgrounds; however, they continue to experience 
cultural inequities. Intercultural sensitivity initiatives 
allow for shared experiences and communication 
between various cultural groups to increase 
motivation, enhance scholarship, and improve ways of 
thinking (Allerman et al., 2017; Chen & Starosta, 2000). 
Previous studies indicate that higher education faculty 
and staff struggle with managing their differences, 
challenging higher education administrators to 
identify diverse, inclusive solutions to address the 
issue (Freeman Jr. et al., 2019; Rupp & Zeager, 2018; 
Williamson et al., 2018). This study focused on the 
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relationship between intercultural sensitivity and 
organizational culture in higher education institutions 
in the United States.

 

Theoretical Framework
The Cultural Model Theory (CMT) purports that culture 
lies in individuals’ minds (Bennardo, 2018). The first 
assumption of the CMT proposes that individuals 
maintain mental representations in their experiences. 
If they do not receive enough input to form a new 
periphery value, then the default value remains. 
The second assumption is that cultural models are 
developed out of awareness. Bennardo (2018) reported 
that a lack of understanding of diverse cultural 
groups might cause an institution to avoid using a 
cultural model as the organization’s framework. The 
third assumption focuses on the distinction between 
foundational and molar models. Foundational is based 
on ontological domains (e.g., space, time, relationship). 
Molar models may include some concepts from other 
disciplines. The fourth assumption is that the cultural 
model results from the person’s nature and how they 
interact with the context. The fifth assumption is 
the investigation of cultural units. Bennardo (2018) 
suggests that the CMT is a tripartite acquisition of 
data, including ethnographic, linguistic, and cognitive 
perspectives.

Involvement and consistency in planning 
faculty development
Faculty development can play an essential role 
in enhancing interprofessional collaboration and 
intercultural sensitivity. Faculty and administration 
should be involved in the faculty development 
planning committee. Strategic planning needs to 
include a consistent application of a systems approach 
to planning development programs, including a 
needs assessment, the integration of principles of 
effective learning, appropriate teaching methods, and 
the incorporation of an outcomes-based evaluation 
(Silver & Leslie, 2017). The planning committee 
must comprise faculty members and administrators 
grounded in a collaborative perspective to meet the 
institution’s needs. The planning committee should 
collaborate on completing the needs assessment, 
identifying relevant faculty development topics, 
implementing the program, and evaluating the 
outcome (Coats et al., 2010). Programmatic 
assessments can optimize the effectiveness of faculty 

intercultural sensitivity initiatives by identifying 
what strategies work are successful and unsuccessful 
(Hyder et al., 2015). A study by Singh (2016) revealed 
faculty retention was positively impacted by various 
intercultural sensitivity initiatives that influenced 
learning and supported a diverse work environment. 

Adaptability in the workplace
Several intercultural concerns can impact workplace 
adaptability. An example is women’s negative historical 
experiences wearing cultural paraphernalia while 
attending higher education institutions (Alikhani & 
Gharedaghu, 2017; Hyder et al., 2015). Quinton (2018) 
found that violence and hate crimes against minority 
cultures demonstrate an issue with stakeholders’ 
intercultural sensitivity in higher education (Quinton, 
2018). Exploratory case studies provided themes 
related to the mistreatment of minority cultures in 
public higher education environments (Krenawi, 
2016; Seginer & Mahajna, 2016). Several qualitative 
studies noted two perspectives related to the outward 
expression of culture in higher education institutions. 
The first perspective suggests that expressing cultural 
norms may negatively impact individuals in public 
environments. The second perspective proposes that 
cultural paraphernalia provides autonomy and self-
esteem while attending public institutions (Alikhani & 
Gharedaghu, 2017). A lack of intercultural sensitivity 
in higher education may affect the success of minority 
faculty who outwardly practice their cultural traditions 
in their role and responsibilities. 

Mission: Meeting intercultural sensitivity needs 
of faculty
Shefali et al. (2018) reported that intercultural 
development strategies could enhance organizational 
culture and faculty retention. This study revealed that 
job satisfaction positively affected the organizational 
culture (Shefali et al., 2018). However, addressing 
the diverse faculty’s intercultural sensitivity needs 
remains an issue (Imran et al., 2017). Freeman et al. 
(2019) conducted a qualitative study that identified 
a lack of job satisfaction in U.S. higher education 
institutions related to a lack of diversity that harmed 
organizational culture. The findings indicated 
disparities in working conditions within higher 
education institutions that created poor organizational 
culture. 
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Current Study
In this correlational study, university faculty opinions 
were analyzed to determine if there is a relationship 
between intercultural sensitivity and organizational 
culture. Measurements of intercultural sensitivity 
include addressing diverse faculty needs (Allerman et 
al., 2017; Ashraf, 2019; Curran & Prottas, 2017; Imran 
et al., 2017). Research indicates that higher education 
institutions have not effectively provided intercultural 
sensitivity initiatives that support the organizational 
culture (Abdul-Raheem, 2016; Figueroa, 2016; Kim & 
Rehg, 2018). 

The research questions and hypotheses for this study 
are as follows: 

RQ1: Is there a statistically significant relationship 
between involvement and perceived intercultural 
sensitivity in higher education institutions?

RQ2: Is there a statistically significant relationship 
between consistency and perceived intercultural 
sensitivity in higher education institutions?

RQ3: Is there a statistically significant relationship 
between adaptability and perceived intercultural 
sensitivity in higher education institutions?

RQ4: Is there a statistically significant relationship 
between mission and perceived intercultural 
sensitivity in higher education institutions?

H10: There is no statistically significant relationship 
between involvement and perceived intercultural 
sensitivity in higher education institutions.

H1A: There is a statistically significant relationship 
between involvement and perceived intercultural 
sensitivity in higher education institutions.

H20: There is no statistically significant relationship 
between consistency and perceived intercultural 
sensitivity in higher education institutions.

H2A: There is a statistically significant relationship 
between consistency and perceived intercultural 
sensitivity in higher education institutions.

H30: There is no statistically significant relationship 
between adaptability and perceived intercultural 
sensitivity in higher education institutions.

H3A: There is a statistically significant relationship 
between adaptability and perceived intercultural 
sensitivity in higher education institutions.

H40: There is no statistically significant relationship 

between mission and perceived intercultural 
sensitivity in higher education institutions.

H4A: There is a statistically significant relationship 
between mission and perceived intercultural 
sensitivity in higher education institutions.

 

Methods

Participants
The research was conducted in the United States 
and recruited university faculty who are members of 
the American College Personnel Association (ACPA), 
Association of College Unions International (ACUI), and 
Association for the Study of Higher Education (ASHE). 
One hundred and eight faculty accessed the survey. 
Three participants accessed the survey but did not 
agree to consent. Eleven faculty failed to complete the 
survey. The final sample size was 94 university faculty 
members of these professional organizations and their 
colleagues with a 95% confidence level. Achieving 
the recommended sample size involved using both 
convenience and snowball sampling. 

Surveys
Two existing survey instruments were modified 
to collect data for this study. Daniel Denison and 
William Neal developed the Denison Organizational 
Culture and Performance Survey (DOCS) to measure 
organizational culture (Denison Overview, 2005). The 
Intercultural Sensitivity Scale (ISS) was developed by 
Chen and Starosta (2000) to measure intercultural 
sensitivity. Permission to use the survey instruments 
was obtained from the authors. 

The DOCS survey uses a Likert-type scale ranging 
from 1 (strongly agree) to 5 (strongly disagree) to 
measure performance. Four traits measured by the 
DOCS tool are involvement, consistency, adaptability, 
and mission. Each scale has 15 items for 60 survey 
questions. The tool measures empowerment, team 
orientation, capability development, and adaptability 
trait indexes for creating change, customer focus, 
and organizational learning. The reliability and 
validity of the DOCS were previously determined 
using Cronbach’s alpha analysis and confirmatory 
factor analysis. Coefficient alphas ranged from 0.87 to 
0.92 for the four traits, indicating acceptable levels of 
consistency within. Factor analytic results support the 
content validity of the DOCS, including the 60 items 
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that make up 12 indexes comprised in the four culture 
traits (Denison, 2005).

The ISS measures the impact of cultural competence 
on instruction and learning in higher education. 
The ISS is a 24-item survey measuring intercultural 
sensitivity. The 24-items are divided into five 
sections: interaction engagement, respect for cultural 
differences, interaction confidence, interaction 
enjoyment, and interaction attentiveness. The survey 
measures self-perceived cultural sensitivity and 
faculty members’ experiences with teaching diversity 
and perceptions of the impact of cultural competence 
and engagement in higher education. Cronbach’s alpha 
reliability coefficient of the overall scale is 0.86 in the 
original form. An assessment of concurrent validity 
indicated that the ISS significantly correlated with 
other related scales (Chen & Starosta, 2000). 

The ISS demonstrated strong reliability and 
appropriate concurrent validity as a measure of 
intercultural sensitivity. The ISS was modified to focus 
on faculty intercultural sensitivity, and questions from 
the DOCS survey were added to form the Intercultural 
Sensitivity and Organizational Culture Survey (ISOCS) 
for this study. The ISOCS instrument collected 
faculty members’ perceptions of diversity, cultural 
competence, and organizational culture.

 

Results
The IBM (International Business Machines) SPSS 
(Statistical Package for the Social Sciences) Statistics 
software package was used for data analysis. This 
section includes a sub-section for each research 
question and associated hypotheses. Pearson 
product-moment correlation (Pearson’s correlation) 
determined the strength and direction of a linear 
relationship between the continuous variables. 
Pearson r was calculated for each variable, and the 
results are presented in the analysis tables. The 
confidence level for the study was 95%, p <0.05.  The 
significance of the results for each hypothesis is 
discussed. Included in this section is a subsection for 
each research question and associated hypotheses. 
The analysis tables are presented for descriptive 
statistics of each criterion. variable, predictor 
variable, and Pearson coefficient. The meaning of the 
results was discussed in terms of supporting or not 
supporting the null hypotheses. 

Demographics
One hundred-eight participants accessed the survey. 
Of the final sample size of 94, only 86 specified age or 
gender. The valid N=86 was 79.6%. The N=22 cases 
missing was 20.4%. The results reflected 28 males, 
56 females, and 2 participants who selected others as 
their gender. 

Involvement and ISS
Table 1 displays the descriptive statistics for the 
ISS and Involvement. The N=89 for both ISS and 
Involvement. The mean score for ISS is 69.74, and 
38.57 is the mean for Involvement. The standard 
deviation is 5.184 ISS and 9.613 Involvement.

Table 1 | Descriptive statistics for ISS and Involvement.

Table 2 represents the Pearson correlation for ISS and 
Involvement displaying the Pearson correlation for 
ISS as 1.0 and for Involvement as 0.420, consisting of 
89 participants and significant at the 0.01 level. The 
correlation between ISS and Involvement is 0.420 and 
is significant at the 0.01 level.

Table 2 | Pearson correlation for ISS and Involvement.

RQ1: Is there a statistically significant relationship 
between involvement and perceived intercultural 
sensitivity in higher education institutions? 

The associated hypotheses for RQ1 are:

H10: There is no statistically significant relationship 
between involvement and perceived
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intercultural sensitivity in higher education 
institutions. (REJECTED)

H1A: There is a statistically significant relationship 
between involvement and perceived intercultural 
sensitivity in higher education institutions. 
(ACCEPTED)

The data from Table 1 suggests a -4.429 standard 
deviation between the two categories (ISS and 
Involvement). The data from Appendix U represents 
a correlation between ISS and Involvement (r=0.420, 
p >0.05) and is significant at the 0.01 level. The 
findings may imply that the relationship between the 
two groups is significant and the null hypothesis is 
rejected.

Consistency and ISS
Table 3 displays the descriptive statistics for the 
ISS and Consistency. The N=89 for ISS, N=97 for 
Consistency, and N=89 are valid. The mean for ISS 
and Consistency is 69.74, and 46.62 respectively. 
The standard deviation is 5.184 for ISS and 3.972 for 
Consistency. 

Table 3 | Descriptive statistics for ISS and Consistency.

Table 4 represents the Pearson correlation for ISS 
and Consistency. The Pearson correlation for ISS is 
1.0 and for Consistency is 0.441 and is significant at 
the 0.01 level. ISS consisted of N= 89 participants and 
Consistency has N=97 participants.

Table 4 | Correlation for ISS and Consistency.

RQ2: Is there a statistically significant relationship 
between consistency and perceived intercultural 

sensitivity in higher education institutions? 

The associated hypotheses for RQ2 are:

H20: There is no statistically significant relationship 
between consistency and perceived intercultural 
sensitivity in higher education institutions. 
(REJECTED)

H2A: There is a statistically significant relationship 
between consistency and perceived intercultural 
sensitivity in higher education institutions. 
(ACCEPTED)

The data from Table 3 suggests a 1.212 standard 
deviation between the two categories (ISS and 
Consistency). The data from Table 4 represents a 
correlation for ISS and Consistency (r=.441, p > .05) 
and is significant at the 0.01 level. The findings may 
imply that the relationship between the two groups is 
significant and the null hypotheses are rejected.

Adaptability and ISS
Table 5 displays the descriptive statistics for the ISS 
and Adaptability. The N=89 for both and is valid. 
The mean for ISS is 69.74, and 40.27 is the mean for 
Adaptability. The standard deviation is 5.184 for ISS 
and 6.394 for Adaptability.

Table 5 | Descriptive statistics for ISS and Adaptability.

Table 6 represents the Pearson correlation for 
Adaptability and ISS displaying the Pearson correlation 
for ISS as 1.0 and Adaptability as 0.416 significance 
at the 0.01 level. Both ISS and Adaptability have N=89 
participants.

Table 6 | Pearson correlation for ISS and Adaptability.
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RQ3: Is there a statistically significant relationship 
between adaptability and perceived intercultural 
sensitivity in higher education institutions? 

The associated hypotheses for RQ3 are:

H30: There is no statistically significant relationship 
between adaptability and perceived intercultural 
sensitivity in higher education institutions. 
(REJECTED)

H3A: There is a statistically significant relationship 
between adaptability and perceived intercultural 
sensitivity in higher education institutions. 
(ACCEPTED)

The data from Table 5 suggests a -1.21 standard 
deviation between the two categories (ISS and 
Adaptability). The data from Table 6 represents a 
correlation between ISS and Adaptability (r=0.416, p 
> .05) and is significant at the 0.01 level. The findings 
may imply that the relationship between the two 
groups is significant and rejected the null hypotheses.

Mission and ISS
Table 7 displays the descriptive statistics for the 
Mission and ISS. The N=89 for both is valid. The mean 
for ISS is 69.74, and 38.74 is the mean for Mission. 
The standard deviation is 5.184 for ISS and 9.321 for 
Mission.

Table 7 | Descriptive statistics for ISS and Mission.

Table 8 represents the Pearson correlation for Mission 
and ISS, displaying the Pearson correlation for ISS 
as 1.0 and for Mission as 0.448, and is significant at 
the 0.01 level. For both ISS and Mission, consisting of 
N=89 participants. The correlation between ISS and 
Mission is 0.448 and is significant at the 0.01 level. 

Table 8 | Pearson Correlation for ISS and Mission.

RQ4: Is there a statistically significant relationship 
between mission and perceived intercultural 
sensitivity in higher education institutions? 

The associated hypotheses for RQ4 are:

H40: There is no statistically significant relationship 
between mission and perceived intercultural 
sensitivity in higher education institutions. 
(REJECTED)

H4A: There is a statistically significant relationship 
between mission and perceived intercultural 
sensitivity in higher education institutions. 
(ACCEPTED)

The data from Table 8 suggests a -4.137 standard 
deviation between the two categories (ISS and 
Mission). The data from Table 8 represents a 
correlation between ISS and Mission (r=0.448, p > 
0.05) and is significant at the 0.01 level. The findings 
may imply that the relationship between the two 
groups is significant and rejected the null hypotheses. 

 

Discussion
The research questions tested for any strength of 
the relationship among the predictor variables of 
Involvement, Consistency, Adaptability, Mission, and 
Intercultural Sensitivity. This study’s correlational 
design aligned with previous quantitative studies that 
indicate positive correlations with faculty intercultural 
sensitivity events and organizational culture in higher 
education (Finkelstein et al., 2017; Sensoy & DiAngelo, 
2017). Additional concurrence between researchers 
measures the existence of relational faculty retention 
and intercultural sensitivity (Webber & Rogers, 2018).

Learning to understand enhanced methods needed 
to manage diverse higher education environments 
is the foundation of an intercultural higher 
education environment, transformed by information 
enhancement, professional development, and 
implementing adequate faculty events initiatives 
(Abdul-Raheem, 2016). Webber & Rogers’s (2018) 
research results indicated that 8% of tenured 
faculty experienced differences in treatment from 
the institution and reported strong dissatisfaction. 
The findings also represented 6% of faculty who 
reported dissatisfaction with the department in 
which they work. The study implied a lack of equal 
treatment in terms of age, race, salary, and gender 
differences as factors that affected job satisfaction 
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and the organizational culture. In contrast, the 
equation containing both intercultural sensitivity and 
involvement indicated a relationship where r = 0.420 p 
> 0.05.

The results support Webber and Rogers’ (2018) 
research on faculty dissatisfaction within their higher 
education department. Webber and Rogers (2018) 
found 8% of faculty experienced issues adapting to 
the organizational culture. They expressed treatment 
differences due to gender differences, age, salary, and 
race. This study found a positive correlation between 
ISS (Intercultural Sensitivity Scale) and Adaptability r 
= 0.416 p > 0.05. The study supports the importance 
of future investigation into the role of organizational 
development and intercultural sensitivity frameworks 
in practice. Institutions can leverage the teaching 
and learning of intercultural competencies required 
to manage diverse educational environments for 
organizational profit growth and faculty development.

Discoveries Within the Data
The researcher’s most interesting finding relates to 
the mission. When asked to measure their strategic 
direction of intent, goals & objectives, and vision 
section of the study, questions D46-D60, 21.3% of 
faculty disagreed that the institution’s combined 
mission excited and motivated them. Another 20.2% 
disagreed that they could meet short-term demands 
without compromising their long-term vision. Further, 
when asked if short-term thinking compromised 
long-term vision, 33.7% agreed.

This finding is consistent with related research 
indicating that a lack of awareness of diverse cultural 
groups within an organization may cause an institution 
to avoid the use of cultural models when planning 
(Bennardo, 2018; Spila, 2017). The finding supports 
the need to enhance diverse social interactions 
(Forchtner & Schneickert, 2016; Nieves, 2014), and 
combine cultural theories with organizational culture 
(Garg, 2017). The study results indicate that 16.9% 
of faculty disagreed about a widespread agreement 
about goals, 15.7% of faculty agreed the strategic 
direction is unclear, 19.1% of faculty agree, and 4.5% 
of faculty strongly agree that their organization fails 
to track progress against the stated goal. These results 
may indicate that higher education institutions can 
benefit from incorporating cultural models into 
their organizational culture to impact the entire 
organization positively.

This study’s findings agree with Gerlak and Heikkila’s 
(2011) research suggested intercultural collective 
efforts to achieve diverse organizational goals. 
Mirroring the findings of faculty members working 
within four-year universities, the findings reveal a 
relationship between ethical organizational culture 
and the effect of organizational virtuousness on job 
satisfaction. In this study, the results suggest that 
enhanced intercultural sensitivity practices may 
offer useful insights into future faculty organizational 
virtuousness and job satisfaction.

The research indicated 37.0% do not avoid dealing 
with culturally distinct colleagues, 46.3% strongly 
agree, and 39.8% agree they enjoy interacting with 
colleagues of distinct cultures. Additional findings 
reveal, 51.9% agree, 20.4% strongly agree they feel 
enjoyment when interacting with people of diverse 
cultures, 48.1% strongly agree, 38.0% agree they 
are open-minded to people of unfamiliar cultures, 
52.8% agree, and 16.7% strongly agree they often 
give positive responses to their culturally different 
counterpart during interactions. Future research 
may discover additional findings from the responses 
collected under Factor 1 of ISS Interaction Engagement 
and understand this output to target risk mitigation 
through organizational interventions addressing 
intercultural differences.

Limitations
The small sample was the first limitation; therefore, 
the study should be replicated with a larger sample. 
The second limitation was the age and gender of 
the sample. Subjects had a wide age range (24-75, 
M=49) which is consistent with the average age of 
higher education faculty of 45 years in the United 
States (Flaherty, 2020). The current sample was 32% 
female, 66% male, and 2% other. Currently, 46% of the 
faculty are female, and 49% are male, limiting their 
generalization of the findings (Flaherty, 2020). The 
third limitation was the emergence of the COVID-19 
global pandemic, which directly impacted the 
recruitment of the sample. The global pandemic added 
mental, physical, and emotional stress, limiting the 
response rate.

Future Directions
In the fall of 2017, about three-quarters of higher 
education faculty members in the U.S. were white 
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(76%), Asian (11%), Black (6%), and Hispanic (5%). 
Ensuring a culturally diverse faculty supports 
institutional retention, equity, and diversity goals. 
Higher education administrators must promote 
initiatives and events that promote inclusiveness and 
intercultural sensitivity. 

This study showed statistically significant 
relationships between intercultural sensitivity and 
organizational culture. A lack of equal treatment 
regarding age and gender may affect organizational 
culture. The findings provided empirical evidence for 
university leaders to justify incorporating intercultural 
sensitivity programs, professional development, and 
events into their organizational culture. Cultural 
exposure should be assessed to evaluate the 
programs and faculty events in the higher education 
environment. Singh’s (2016) study revealed that 
intercultural sensitivity issues exist without cultural 
enhancement programs. 

Additionally, Bishop’s (2010) study found that 
faculty retention was affected by a lack of inclusion, 
cultural identification, and the absence of diversity 
training and intercultural events. Previous research 
identified that faculty retention methods enhanced 
organizational culture (Shefali et al., 2018). Lambert et 
al. (2007) found that a lack of a mission-based focus by 
university faculty directly impacted the development 
of the organizational culture.

Conclusion
The study findings provided empirical evidence for 
university leaders to justify incorporating intercultural 
sensitivity programs, professional developments, 
and specific events into their organizational culture. 
Programs should focus on diversity and organizational 
interculturality. Prioritizing intercultural sensitivity 
initiatives may augment organizational culture and 
improve faculty retention. Improving the four variables 
(faculty involvement, consistency, adaptability, and 
mission) may lead to an enhanced organizational 
culture in higher education.
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Abstract
The purpose of this exploratory case study was to 
investigate the determinants for the lack of space 
to admit all qualified secondary school graduates 
into Nigerian Universities as well as to explore the 
possibility of using virtual technology-based distance 
learning as a solution. 

Primary data were collected using a semi-structured, 
open-ended interview with 24 participants 
representing several programs and stakeholders in 
Nigeria’s higher education. The findings showed the 
willingness of Nigerians to welcome distance learning. 
However, challenges such as inadequate facilities, 
inadequate equipment, lack of technical teachers, 
inadequate funding, and lack of political were some of 
the determinants of the current crisis.

Introduction
Distance Learning or Online education provides 
the flexibility adult learners need to continue 
their education. The opportunity to participate in 
online learning could lead to the development of 
the workforce to meet the growing change in the 
ever-changing job market. Nigeria needs a well-
educated labor force and continued human resources 
development; however, the lack of availability of 
Nigerian higher institutions to accommodate the 
growing number of graduates from secondary schools 
is problematic.

The main purpose of this article is to explore the 
use of virtual technology-based distance learning 
as a solution to the lack of space within Nigerian 
universities to admit all qualified secondary school 
graduates. Many aspiring secondary school graduates 
are denied entry into Nigeria’s higher institutions. For 
example, only 30% of the 1.7 million candidates who 
wrote the Unified Tertiary Matriculation Examination 
(UTME) in 2017 were admitted. In a similar vein to the 
2017 admission exercise of the 199,500 candidates 
who sat for post-UTME in seven major institutions, 
only 28,900 were admitted. Nigerians are witnessing a 
higher number of aspiring secondary school graduates 
denied admission into higher institutions. The 
research question guiding this analysis is: what are the 
determinants for the lack of space to admit all eligible 
secondary school graduates into Nigeria’s higher 
education? 

According to World Bank (2023), Nigeria has the 
largest population in Africa, currently at 216.7 million, 
and the fastest-growing population in the world. This 
is an increase from the World Bank and the United 
States Census Bureau calculations that the population 
was 174.7 million in 2013. Nigeria’s Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP) was $404.65 billion in 2016, $375.77 
billion in 2017, and $440.83 billion in 2021 (The World 
Bank, 2021).

Currently, Nigeria has 108 public universities (an 
increase from 91 in 2017) and 79 private universities 
(NUC, 2022). Nigerian National Assembly considered 
63 bills in 2022 for the creation of universities, 
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polytechnics, mono-technic, and colleges of education 
(Abati, 2023). Despite these available universities, 
there is still a lack of space to accommodate the 
number of qualified secondary school students 
graduating yearly. In 2018, JAMB registered 1.8 
million applicants, yet the carrying capacity of these 
universities is less than 1 million students (JAMB, 
2017). 

While candidates who registered for the Unified 
Tertiary Matriculation Examination (UTME) rose to 1.9 
million in 2019 from 1.7 million in 2017, admission 
spaces remained static. The only increase in admission 
spaces was derived from private universities and a 
few state universities. Due to the high cost of private 
universities, many students and parents are not willing 
to patronize these private universities (Adesulu, 2018). 

Table 1 shows the number of higher institutions, and 
applicants seeking admission to Nigerian universities 
as well as the admission rate based on candidates 
with 120-160 cutoff points on a 400-point scale, 
and a minimum of 5 credits in subjects including 
Mathematics and English yearly.

Table 1 | JAMB statistics on admission (2015-2019).

The liberalization policy adopted by the Federal 
Government on the establishment of private 
universities ushered in the establishment of more 
private institutions. This arrangement brought some 
measure of relief, but these schools’ cost and entry 
requirements are beyond the reach of the common 
secondary school graduates. This led JAMB to reduce 
the cutoff points for admission along with increasing 
the carrying capacity of some universities.

In response to the growing number of candidates 

seeking admission into tertiary institutions in Nigeria, 
many foreign universities have been recruiting at 
secondary schools to convince final-year students into 
seeking admission outside the shores of Nigeria.

The migration of Nigerians to other countries in search 
of higher education opportunities has been record-
breaking (UN Migration Report 2017). According to 
Adesulu (2018), there are about “71,000 Nigerian 
students in Ghana’s educational system paying about 
1 billion US dollars annually as tuition fees” (p.1). In 
addition to Ghana, Nigerian students have moved 
to South Africa, the United Kingdom, Canada, and 
the United States in search of higher educational 
opportunities (Olabisi, 2012). Most Nigerians that 
leave the country in search of higher education rarely 
return, which causes a brain drain.

Research Method
A qualitative method and exploratory case study 
design were used for this study. Data collection was 
conducted using focus groups, a commonly used data 
collection method in educational research to gain 
perspectives, enlightenment, and in-depth insights 
of study participants. The objective of the focus group 
interviews was to understand the underlying beliefs 
and opinions about admission determinants. A focus 
group study is a structured series of group discussions 
designed to reveal perceptions and opinions on a 
defined issue involving carefully selected participants 
who share common characteristics (Leedy & Ormrod, 
2010; Yin, 2003).

Focus group and individual interviews are not 
intended to statistically represent the study population 
but are an appropriate technique to collect exploratory 
data. Hence the use of focus groups and open-ended 
interviews.

To accomplish the research purpose, it was important 
to interview stakeholders in higher education in 
Nigeria. Some of these stakeholders were from:

• Federal Ministry of Education (FME):
Established in 1988, FME is the government
body responsible for formulating educational
policies at all levels of education (www.
education.gov.ng).

• National Universities Commission (NUC):
Nigerian Universities Commission (NUC)
established in 1962, is a government body
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set up to ensure the “orderly development of 
a well-coordinated and productive university 
system that will guarantee quality and relevant 
education for national development and global 
competitiveness” (FME, 2004).

• Tertiary Education Trust Fund (TETFUND): 
Also known as ETF, the TETFUND was 
established in 2011 as an intervention agency 
under the Federal Ministry of Education. 
Established by a TETFUND Act, 2011 (Section 
7(1) (a) to (e)) imposing 2% education tax on 
assessable profit of all registered companies in 
Nigeria with an aim to fund education.

• Joint Admission Matriculations Board (JAMB): 
JAMB conducts the entrance examination into 
tertiary institutions in Nigeria (www.jamb.org.
ng)

Twenty-four individual participants were selected 
from stakeholders in Nigerian higher institutions 
using purposeful sampling. All participants signed a 
consent for a Premises, Recruitment, and Name (PRN) 
Use Permission.

The participants were grouped into three, and 
assigned an alphanumeric code for confidentiality 
purposes as follows: Administrator/stakeholders 
(NUC, FME, JAMB, and TETFUND) coded as ADMIN; 
Academic staff in the institutions with accredited 
DE programs coded as ACAD; and National 
Open University of Nigeria was coded as NOUN. 
Participants were identified as ADMIN01, ACAD01, 
and NOUN01. The distribution of informants was 
as follows: Administrators from TETFUND (2), NUC 
(2), JAMB (2), and FME (8). From the Academics (full 
professors) from six institutions in Nigeria were 
selected representing – the University of Benin (2), 
the University of Nigeria, Nsukka (2), the University 
of Illorin (2), the University of Lagos (2), University of 
Ibadan (2), and National Open University of Nigeria (6). 

 

Findings
It is the consensus among the participants that the 
major issue with implementing VTBDE in Nigeria 
is political interest and will to implement, fund and 
monitor.

A majority of the participants interviewed cited 
inadequate funding from successive governments 
and deplorable infrastructure as some of the 

factors responsible for the current admission crisis. 
Inadequate facilities, inadequate equipment, ill-
informed policy changes, and lack of qualified teachers 
were shared as well. All participants stated that the 
use of technology will greatly increase access to higher 
education and reduce the admission crisis in Nigeria. 
However, a lack of adequate technology infrastructure 
would continue to stifle admission issues. 

ACAD08 stated, “government should just build larger 
lecture theatres equipped with technology gadgets like 
public address (PA) systems so teachers can handle 
larger classes.”

ACAD03, ACAD08, and ADMIN07 believed that online 
classes would give more access to higher education 
and reduce over crowdedness in higher institutions. 

Some of the administrative participants support 
recent government efforts in funding technology 
infrastructure. For example, ADMIN05 stated that 
“TETFUND is funding more technology infrastructure 
these days, but there is a need for increased efforts at 
expanding and equipping the technology centres with 
latest technology gadgets.”

Most administrators opined that if the government 
is willing to fund online education they would be in 
support because that would give them the flexibility to 
admit more students without the challenge of adequate 
availability of physical infrastructure.

 

Discussion
According to the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights (UDHR), access to education at all levels is 
one of the fundamental universal human rights that 
should be guaranteed to everyone. This research 
provides insight into the complex issue of admission 
to tertiary institutions in Nigeria. Inadequate facilities, 
inadequate equipment, lack of technical teachers, 
and inadequate funding from different governments 
were cited as determinants of the admission crisis in 
Nigerian higher institutions. Therefore, concerned 
stakeholders and government should introduce 
a major curriculum innovation and support the 
implementation by providing adequate facilities, 
equipment, technical teachers, and funds.

All participants interviewed agreed that the use of 
virtual technology in distance learning could be part 
of the solution to the admission crisis in Nigeria. 
These perspectives were supported in the words of 
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one study participant who said that “online education, 
in my opinion, is a great way to reduce admission 
crisis in Nigerian”. There was a consensus among the 
participants that long-distance learning with the use of 
technology is a viable option for increasing admission 
to higher education. 

The Nigerian government recognizes the role of ICT in 
the development of critical infrastructure including in 
support of education. In 2020, the technology sector 
contributed 12.45% to the GPD of Nigeria. Moreover, 
Nigeria accounts for 82% of telecom subscribers with 
29% internet usage in all of Africa (www.trade.gov )

 

Recommendations
Baba (2022) recommended that the Federal 
Government should:

1. Make the National Open University of Nigeria 
(NOUN) more attractive by admitting younger 
candidates.

2. Provide adequate funding to train and implement 
virtual technology use in distance learning in 
all Nigerian higher institutions. The tertiary 
institutions can start by implementing blended 
or dual learning modes to reduce the pressure of 
admission quota and overcrowded classrooms in 
tertiary institutions in Nigeria.

3. Formulate and implement a policy trust that 
will better guide the JAMB process by creating 
a decentralized admission system to avoid an 
admission crisis in Nigeria. This is bound to reduce 
the pressure on infrastructure while increasing the 
opportunity to generate income.

4. Training and retraining of academic staff to 
embrace the use of ICT and learning facilities 
available in some Nigerian higher institutions 
through TETFUND should be encouraged. 

5. Provide an incentive to teachers and management 
to boost their willingness to change and embrace 
technology implementation and integration of 
VTBD

The findings of this research indicate that government 
should incorporate the use of online technology into 
the curriculum of all higher educational institutions. 
Open Online Courses are one way of solving the 
perennial problem. Online education is an avenue 
whereby all universities can provide online courses for 
those who want to acquire higher education. 
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Abstract
The terms distance learning, e-learning, and online 
instruction all refer to forms of accessing educational 
lessons via computer and the Internet. Course 
enrollments for online learning have increased 
exponentially, exceeding pre-pandemic levels, as 
it is an important tool helping to increase access 
to education for students who may not have other 
learning opportunities, including working adults. 
As technology continues to evolve to support online 
education, identifying both the benefits and challenges 
for adult learners can lead to innovations to improve 
online learning.

 

Introduction
The popularity of online courses has rapidly increased 
over the past decade and the global online learning 
market is expected to reach $325 billion by 2025 
(Bouchrika, 2022). As more students reap the benefits 
of online learning, the future of online education 
will be shaped by augmented reality (AR), virtual 
reality (VR), and courses that teach skills that cannot 
be automated, such as emotional intelligence and 
creativity.

Changing student demographics, worldwide aging 
populations, individual motivational factors, and rapid 
changes in the workplace environment have led to 
significant numbers of adults seeking higher education 
(Bouchrika, 2022). Between 75 million and 375 million 
workers will be required to transition jobs by 2030 to 

remain in the workforce (Manyika, 2018). When new or 
additional skills and knowledge are necessary to stay 
employed or further a career, online learning is one of 
the most convenient ways to access education for adult 
learners.

The definition of distance learning is “the planned 
teaching and learning activities provided through 
the use of a communication channel within an 
institutional organization without any time and place 
limitations” (Moore & Kearsley, 2011, p. 2). Engaging 
in distance learning allows adult learners (18 years 
and older) to continue their education as well as 
balance family and work. The characteristics of adult 
learners bring unique challenges that influence their 
participation in distance education. When adult 
learners are successful at overcoming challenges in 
obtaining online education and staying connected 
with peers and instructors, they can become more 
independent, self-motivated, organized, and improve 
their writing skills and technological skills (Altinpulluk 
et al., 2019; Kara et al., 2019).

 

Identified Challenges
A review of the literature reveals challenges that adult 
learners experience when engaging in online learning 
including financial barriers, time management, 
psychosocial management, learning challenges, and 
technical challenges.

Financial Barriers: Education in general, and distance 
learning specifically, could cause a financial strain. 
Basic technological skills, a computer, and an Internet 
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connection are the basic requirements for online 
learning. Lack of any of these would make online 
learning inaccessible.

Time Management: Creating a balance between work 
and social responsibilities (e.g., family) could add 
challenges for the adult learner (Borkowski, 2019). The 
responsibilities of work and family may significantly 
reduce the adult learner’s study time.

Psychosocial Management: The lack of face-to-face 
interactions between students, peers, and instructors 
may contribute to feelings of anxiety, isolation, 
and alienation. Adult learners may experience 
anxiety related to a lack of internet skills, classroom 
achievements, and negative educational interactions 
that may contribute to a lack of self-confidence in the 
online environment.

Learning Challenges: As students the expectations 
adult learners might have for themselves might be 
different from those of traditional learners. Adult 
students bring a plethora of personal and professional 
experiences to the educational environment. Given 
their previous career success, when adult students 
experience learning challenges, they may perceive 
mistakes as personal traits and develop lower self-
esteem (Batool, 2022). 

Technical Challenges: Lack of IT support, Internet 
connection, or technical skills are challenges that 
might interfere with online instruction for adult 
learners. Poor Internet accessibility or intermittent 
connectivity, lack of personal computers, personal 
space, and basic IT skills were found to be the most 
significant challenges to online learning (Appana, 
2008).

 

Overcoming the Challenges: 
Innovation
The literature suggests strategies to mitigate the 
challenges adult learners could experience with online 
education. With a common theme of innovation, the 
strategies include hybrid work, work measurement, 
virtual meetings, real-world benefits, avatars, and 
storytelling.

Hybrid Work: Hybrid work combines onsite and offsite 
work activities. Access to educational programs that 
offer hybrid programs may offer a solution for some of 
the challenges faced by adult learners (Johnson et al., 

2018).

Work Measurement: Considering alternative ways 
of measuring performance and results may provide 
more avenues of access to online education for 
adult learners. For example, a Results-Only Work 
Environment (ROWE) focuses on results, instead of 
activities and hours logged (https://www.gorowe.com/
not-rowe).

Virtual Meetings: Meeting online has become an 
essential communication channel for institutions and 
organizations. These online platforms increase the 
convenience and flexibility of the learning process. 
Meeting remotely has the benefit of helping learners 
stay on track with interactions with peers and 
instructors. These advanced applications facilitate 
student and teacher interaction in a class-like setting 
that strengthens the learner-instructor relationship 
(OECD, 2022).

Real-World Benefits: Adult learners should be 
informed of the real-world benefits that online 
learning may provide them in terms of skills, tools, or 
new knowledge. Each learning module should include 
a note to explain how the content will offer adult 
learners real-world benefits. This helps them realize 
the purpose behind the educational experience as well 
as increase interest and motivation.

Avatars: When used with PowerPoint or other learning 
modules systems (LMS), avatars may assist in 
knowledge comprehension and retention if the learner 
is skilled in understanding and maneuvering within 
the platform. Educators can control avatars and share 
the experience of simulated virtual worlds, increasing 
both learner engagement and performance (Kasapakis 
& Dzardanova, 2022)

Storytelling: Over the last two decades, the definition of 
digital storytelling has evolved to include a spectrum 
of mixed-media formats e.g. podcasting, blogging, 
animation, and virtual reality (Smeda et al., 2014). 
Using multimedia tools to tell a story or characters 
such as avatars may provide the proper sense of 
immersion and inclusion making course content more 
compelling, exciting, and relatable. Digital storytelling 
has the potential to engage learners in integrated 
digital media learning methodologies (Smeda et al., 
2014).
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The Benefits of Augmented Reality 
and Virtual Reality
One of the key benefits of AR/VR is the enhancement 
of the learning experience by eliminating distractions 
using immersive devices in AR and headsets with 
audio devices and tactile sensors in VR. This approach 
to learning is more effective when the concepts are put 
to practical use through simulations. Another benefit 
of AR is the provision of increased personalization via 
virtual training rooms allowing learner interaction 
in real time with their online instructors (Rogers, 
2021). Through AR lessons come to life and learning 
becomes more dynamic and easier to grasp through 
video simulations. Including multidimensional images 
and riveting animations as part of lessons can lead to 
enhanced lectures that capture the interest of learners. 
These creative presentations spark curiosity and drive 
learners to participate in lessons more proactively 
while leading to increased motivation to continue to 
learn.

AR technology enriches learning through the Internet 
of Things (IoT). For example, Google’s Expeditions 
app allows learners/users to interact virtually with 
a model of the globe or take a museum tour from a 
smartphone screen. Learners may respond to an 
experience such as a 3D icon that moves and changes 
instead of a 2D image on a page. Using AR other forms 
of sensory contacts (e.g. touch, taste, and smell) can 
be used to promote learning and expand learning 
opportunities for students. In the future, smart glasses 
could be utilized to allow students to remotely connect 
with their peers, teachers, and educational resources 
without leaving their current physical location.

Collaboration: By building online communities and 
facilitating teamwork in the virtual classroom tools 
such as Microsoft Teams, Google Workspace and Zoom 
can enhance the virtual learning experience between 
learners and instructors. These external platforms 
contribute to face-to-face interactions that provide an 
increased connection with peers and instructors for 
the adult distance learner. Face-to-face interactions 
can contribute to a sense of belonging and may 
enhance self-esteem and self-confidence.

Mobile Devices: Devices such as cellphones, laptops, 
and tablets used in the classroom and training 
rooms can serve as learning aids for active learner 
engagement. Learning activities using software 

applications may be more engaging than in the 
traditional classroom.

 

Conclusion
The COVID-19 pandemic has contributed to the 
expansion of IoT and remote learning, remote team 
meetings, and real time face-to-face interactions 
(Batool, 2022; Eldokhny & Drwish, 2021). Online 
educational challenges perceived by the adult learner 
will depend on their individual characteristics such 
as age, gender, knowledge, skills, and context. Due to 
its flexibility, online education can help adult learners 
balance their learning, family, and work commitments. 
Online learning provides the adult learner an 
opportunity to develop skills and acquire a degree 
to fit into their schedule as learning can take place 
anywhere and at any time. 

Additional skills, knowledge, or a new degree can 
empower and motivate adult learners in their 
professional life and future employment opportunities. 
Because online learning allows students to learn at 
their own pace, adult learners may greatly benefit 
from the unique learning opportunities provided by 
online education. The popularity of online learning has 
increased significantly and the advances in technology 
along with increased accessibility to the technology 
will continue to enhance the learning experience 
for adult learners. As more learners experience 
the benefits of online learning, the future of online 
education and training will continue to be shaped. 
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Abstract
Through data gathered from virtual learning 
platforms, Learning Analytics (LA) combined with 
Artificial Intelligence (AI) enables educators to 
understand students’ behavior and performance 
in the online classroom. In the future, Education 
4.0 and the metaverse are expected to provide 
immersive educational experiences for students as 
well as allow educators to provide highly personalized 
and customized training and education. Individual 
privacy and security considerations are important 
because creating immersive and personalized 
learning experiences entails generating tremendous 
amounts of participants’ personal data in a metaverse 
environment. Future research and development of 
tools and technologies that address these types of 
considerations are key to providing a safe and secure 
learning environment that leverages the benefits of 
Education 4.0 and the metaverse. 

 

Introduction
Virtual learning environments are now a central 

feature of higher education. In virtual or hybrid 
learning modalities, these learning environments can 
include synchronous and asynchronous interaction 
and communication. Data are collected in real time 
from the virtual learning environment. Learning 
Analytics (LA) when combined with Artificial 
Intelligence (AI) can help improve the quality of higher 
education by illuminating how students learn (Luckin, 
2019).

 

Benefits of LA and AI for Classroom 
Management
According to research studies, LA can improve 
learning support and teaching in higher education 
(Viberg et al., 2018). LA with AI can provide real-time 
status and make a variety of predictions for faculty 
(e.g., timeliness of completing assignments, expected 
retention, dropout). Professors can make adjustments 
to their teaching styles based on the insights gathered 
from the data collected (Nguyen et al., 2020). Advisors 
can also benefit from understanding problem patterns 
such as late submissions and non-participation 
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in class discussions. LA can empower teachers to 
identify and assist students requiring assistance, 
reach out to students and offer help, and alert the 
advisors about potential issues. It provides predictive 
learning analytics (PLA) to teachers in online learning 
settings as well as visualization of learning analytics 
tools (Herodotou et al., 2019; Junco & Clem, 2015). 
Students can benefit from AI technology. Chatbots can 
interact with students and point them to appropriate 
resources. Intelligent Tutoring Systems (ITS) can adapt 
to each student’s level and performance to provide a 
customized learning experience (PANEL, 2016).

 

Education 4.0 Learning Experiences
While Education 3.0 involved personal computers 
and the internet, Education 4.0 includes Augmented 
Reality (AR), Virtual Reality (VR), Extended Reality 
(XR) and AI to create engaging and effective learning 
experiences (Mourtzis et al., 2018). As these 
technologies have made rapid advances recently, the 
concept of the metaverse has emerged and is expected 
to be the next major evolution phase of the internet 
(Fernandez & Hui, 2022). “The term metaverse was 
created by Neal Stephenson in his science fiction novel 
named Snow Crash in 1992. In this novel, humans 
in the physical world enter and live in the metaverse 
(a parallel virtual world) through digital avatars (in 
analogy to user’s physical self ) via virtual reality (VR) 
equipment (Wang et al., 2022).

Academic Learning Experiences Using 
Metaverse
It is expected that metaverse-based educational 
offerings will include sophisticated virtual reality 
scenarios in which students can immerse themselves 
in subjects from all disciplines. In higher education, 
avatar-based training modules have been developed 
to learn appropriate behavior when dealing with 
people from different cultural backgrounds (PANEL, 
2016). Metaverse offerings could include interactive 
experiences with historical documents and the use 
of VR to explore interactive archeological sites. In the 
natural sciences such as biology, anatomy, geology 
and astronomy VR can allow students to interact 
with environments and objects that are difficult to 
engage with in the real world. Personalized learning 
experiences can me curated by delivering content in 
immersive ways after assessing student using AI tools. 
AI and intelligent platforms can help in monitoring 

student engagement and understanding as well as 
provide actionable insights into student welfare and 
mental health.

Industry Learning Experiences Using Metaverse
AI and Industry 4.0-related technologies are 
disrupting several sectors, including manufacturing 
and healthcare. Education 4.0 will develop skills 
and competencies for a new era of manufacturing 
education. A teaching factory paradigm supported by 
Industry 4.0 technology involves practitioners in task-
specific industrial problems in groups with the help 
of AI in the context of VR, Robotics, and 3D imaging 
(Mourtzis et al., 2018).

 Through the use of AI to create blended or hybrid 
medical curricula it is possible to support clinical and 
shared decision-making and tele-health applications 
as well as scout social media networks and use them 
to share meaningful medical news and advice. In a 
virtual metaverse environment, medical students can 
learn about complex surgical procedures with the 
opportunity to practice multiple times with minimal 
risk and substantial context-based support. 

In all of these scenarios, AI will complement rather 
than replace humans, creating human/machine 
collaboration. The focus of work will shift from 
working on repetitive tasks to managing robots and 
AI technology that complete these tasks. Therefore, 
it will also require research and new emphasis on 
certain knowledge areas in education. For instance, 
ethics and philosophy courses as well as courses 
involving complex decision making, critical thinking, 
entrepreneurship and emotional intelligence will be of 
greater importance in the future. 

 

Education 4.0 Challenges for 
Implementation
While Education 4.0 uses advanced technologies to 
provide a more expansive, engaging and personalized 
educational experience, there are a few major 
implementation challenges. Managing the metaverse 
users’ personal privacy as well as the difficulty in 
managing risk and ensuring regulatory compliance are 
barriers to operationalizing AI, metaverse and related 
technologies (Fernandez & Hui, 2022). “A wide range 
of security breaches and privacy invasions may arise 
in the metaverse from the management of massive 
data streams, pervasive user profiling activities, unfair 
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outcomes of AI algorithms, to the safety of physical 
infrastructures and human bodies” (Wang et al., 2022). 

Participant Data for a highly personalized 
Virtual Environment 
Gathering users’ biometric information including 
heart rate, gait, and gaze would help to make the 
virtual environment more responsive to a user’s 
behavior, movement, and emotions. Incorporating 
this data allows the users avatar to be adapted based 
on the personalized data gathered from the user 
(Buck & McDonnell, 2022). However, these types of 
highly personalized and idealized interactions can 
present challenges for the governance of the virtual 
platforms (Fernandez & Hui, 2022). Such precise data 
gathered at a high frequency can reveal information 
about users such as their mental state, medical status, 
social preferences, levels of creativity, and medical 
conditions (Buck & McDonnell, 2022). Similarly, by 
using the software to be more appealing to users 
(e.g., changing voice and appearance), it is possible to 
maliciously influence user interaction unless properly 
controlled. 

Managing Individual Data Privacy and Security
Education and awareness of the implications of 
biometric data combined with VR is critical. In 
addition to de-identification of personal data that has 
been collected, people should be provided with the 
option to opt out of such type of data collection (Buck 
& McDonnell, 2022). In addition to addressing some of 
the traditional threats to the communication network 
such as Single Point of Failure (SPoF), Denial of 
Service (DDoS), and stolen identities, local and global 
situational awareness is required to monitor these 
large-scale complex systems (Wang et al., 2022). 

New Areas of Research 
Further research using statistical computational 
methods that identify the dependencies within 
the complex, large-scale human behavioral data 
involving language, location and movement, networks, 
images, and video is important (Lazer et al., 2020). 
“Although machine learning will not easily allow 
us to reverse-engineer collective behavior, culture, 
or human decision making, we can systematically 
use such tools to identify new dimensions of social 
behavior” (Edelmann et al., 2020). Collaborations and 
interdisciplinary efforts between AI researchers and 
researchers in the humanities and social sciences are 

first steps in this effort.

 

Conclusion
LA combined with AI have provided the capability for 
educators to get better and actionable insights into 
students’ behavior and performance in the virtual 
environment. Education 4.0 and the metaverse 
holds the promise of building on such technology-
based benefits by providing immersive educational 
experiences for students and the ability for educators 
to provide highly personalized and customized 
training and education. Considerations of individual 
privacy and security are critical given the tremendous 
amount of data that is generated in a metaverse 
environment. Future research and development of 
tools and technologies that address these types of 
considerations are necessary to provide a safe and 
secure learning environment that leverages the 
benefits of Education 4.0 and the metaverse.
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Abstract
People are talking about AI and its potential effect in 
the working and educational arenas. Misinformation 
and disinformation add to the fear that AI is inherently 
evil. This essay makes the case for the benefits of 
AI; specifically in education but touches on further-
reaching implications such as educator-institution-
parent relationships and workforce competence. The 
essay also illuminates areas for further consideration 
that require more research for a better understanding. 
Like other technology before it, AI will become a 
normal part of society. If educators do not prepare now 
an entire generation of students may struggle to catch 
up, or at least keep up, with a changing society.

 

Introduction
There is a lot of talk in the news, educational podcasts, 
and many other media outlets that seem to suggest 
Artificial Intelligence (AI) is going to eliminate jobs. 
AI will help students cheat. AI needs to be eliminated. 
These arguments are as old as any technology. For 
example, trains were once believed to have the 
power to rip apart the human body; television was 
once thought to have the power to end meaningful 
conversation; and written words were thought to 
prevent intelligent thought and discourse (Marshall, 
2014; Wilson, 2014). It is true that some jobs will be 
eliminated; however, other jobs will be created. 

AI is rapidly becoming a fundamental part of modern 
society, and its potential benefits to education are vast 

and sweeping. By the end of 2023, AI is expected to be 
able to assist educators in a variety of ways, including 
personalizing learning, automating administrative 
tasks, and providing insights into student performance 
(Unknown, 2022). This essay will explore the ways in 
which AI can benefit education in 2023 and beyond, 
including its potential to improve student engagement 
and outcomes, enhance the efficiency of educational 
systems, and provide new opportunities for teacher 
professional development.

 

Personalization
One of the most significant benefits of AI in education 
is its ability to personalize learning (Lynch, 2022). 
AI-powered systems can analyze data from student 
interactions with educational materials and use 
this information to tailor the content and delivery of 
instruction to the unique needs of individual students. 
By the end of 2023, it is expected that AI-powered 
adaptive learning systems will be able to provide 
real-time feedback and adjust instruction in response 
to student progress. This can help educators to ensure 
that all students are challenged at the appropriate 
level, which can lead to improved student engagement 
and outcomes.

The benefits of using a student’s preferred learning 
style are well-known to educators. AI will allow 
educators to evaluate, understand, and deliver content 
according to the needs of individual students (Gambo 
& Shakir, 2021). Gambo and Shakir posited that this 
will improve the drop-out rate as well as increase 
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the competency rate. This personalization benefits 
individuals, teachers, institutions, and employers.

Administrative Aid
AI can also be used to automate administrative tasks 
in education, such as grading assignments and 
providing feedback to students (Marr, 2018). This 
can save educators valuable time and allow them to 
focus on more important tasks, such as planning and 
delivering instruction. Lynch (2022) posited by the end 
of 2023, it is expected that AI-powered systems will be 
able to grade and provide feedback on a wide range of 
assignments, including written essays, coding projects, 
and even oral presentations. This can help to ensure 
that students receive timely and accurate feedback on 
their work, which can improve their motivation and 
engagement in the learning process.

Another benefit of eliminating the most time-
consuming aspects of education (e.g., grading), is 
teachers will have more time to spend assisting 
students in areas that they struggle. Since learning 
is unique to each student, the assistance of AI in 
evaluating the needs of students will be invaluable. 
With the improvements in efficiency, parents will not 
feel the struggles of tutoring their students at home.

Evaluating Student Performance
In addition to personalizing learning and automating 
administrative tasks, AI can also provide educators 
with valuable insights into student performance. 
By analyzing data from student interactions with 
educational materials, AI-powered systems can 
identify patterns and trends in student performance, 
such as which students are struggling with certain 
concepts or which students are excelling in certain 
areas. By the end of 2023, it is expected that AI-
powered systems will be able to provide real-time 
insights into student performance, which can help 
educators to identify and address issues quickly and 
effectively (Seo et al., 2021).

Neil DeGrasse Tyson famously said the thing he would 
change about education is the system we use for 
evaluating student success and predictors of success 
(Valuetainment, 2023). “In school, students cheat 
because the system values high grades more than 
students value learning” (Tyson, 2017). AI will give 
schools a way to better evaluate performance without 

focusing on arbitrary concepts that do not always 
predict the success of students and do not encourage 
students to cheat. AI can give institutions ways to 
evaluate a student’s ability to progress based on skill 
readiness instead of grades.

While some people focus on students using AI to cheat, 
others see an extremely beneficial opportunity for AI 
to help students synthesize information. With various 
studies having a diversity of concepts of focus, finding 
gaps and commonalities will be faster. In utilizing AI 
to find these, students will be able to identify valuable 
information they can present to others. 

Another potential benefit of AI in education is its 
ability to provide new opportunities for teacher 
professional development. AI-powered systems can 
be used to analyze data from teacher interactions with 
students and provide feedback on teaching practices 
(Lameras & Arnab, 2022). By 2023, it is expected 
that AI-powered systems will be able to provide 
more detailed and tailored feedback, which can help 
educators improve their teaching skills and better 
serve the needs of their students. Further, institutional 
interactions can be more productive, the parental 
contribution can be better defined, and transferrable 
skills can be better suited to future work situations.

Further Research
One thing teachers and college professors will need 
to consider is how to prepare students for jobs that do 
not yet exist. While this has presented a problem for 
teachers for several decades, more rapidly evolving 
technology requires more rapid advancements in 
education. While AI can synthesize information faster 
than any human will ever be able to, it is unlikely 
to predict the needs of educators in 5 years, 10 
years, or more. Staying current with technological 
advancements is more critical to students, educators, 
and schools than ever.

Conclusion
AI has the potential to benefit education in a multitude 
of ways including personalizing learning, automating 
administrative tasks, providing insights into student 
performance, and providing new opportunities 
for teacher professional development, AI can help 
educators to improve student engagement and 
outcomes, enhance the efficiency of educational 
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systems, and support teacher professional 
development. Educators should be especially aware 
of the potential benefits of AI and explore ways to 
integrate it into their routines.
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Abstract
The shift to remote work has resulted in calls for 
new soft skills for remote workers. Having a college 
degree is not enough, yet no standard classification 
of the soft skills needed by students exists. Keyword 
searches of industry and trade reports published 
during and after the pandemic sought to discover the 
soft skills employers seek in job recruits for positions 
using remote work, listing the 10 most touted soft 
skills. These were compared with the findings from 
articles telling higher education’s views on soft 
skill development in students, located by keyword 
searches of research studies from journals, conference 
proceedings, and review articles published during the 
same timeframe. Both groups placed a high value on 
communication and collaboration skills, but the lists of 
additional soft skills differed. Technology has changed 
the workplace and higher education may need to 
change to prepare graduates for that workplace. 

 
College graduates since the pandemic enter a changed 
workplace. The Bureau of Labor Statistics estimates 
that during the 2020 pandemic, 38 percent of workers 
became remote (Dalton, 2022). By 2023, however, 
the remote work numbers were declining as the job 
market improved and companies sought to bring 
workers back under one roof (Smith, 2023). Still, 
demand for remote jobs, considered more convenient 
and often with higher pay (Dingel, 2020), remained 
high. LinkedIn reported that 52.8 percent of job 
applications during 2021 were for remote positions 

(Smith, 2023). Remote work is defined as occupations 
performed at home or at another site because it 
requires no physical presence at the place of business. 

One outcome of the shift to remote work has been 
calling for new soft skills along with industry-specific 
knowledge for remote workers. Having a college 
degree is not enough. Workers’ soft skills determine 
remote work potential (Lund, 2020). In fact, soft skills 
are predictors of career success (Biocom, 2021). 
Employment trends for 2023 include an emphasis on 
developing soft skills (NACS, 2023), but these soft skills 
are also needed in experienced white-collar corporate 
workers who have become the bulk of remote workers 
(Bhattacharyya, 2020). Soft skills are defined as 
qualities, tangible and intangible, different from the 
essential skills of a profession that help workers in the 
performance of their jobs (Noiman, 2022). 

“Remote working relies more heavily on soft skills than 
in-office working, as the social, cultural, and verbal 
cues generated by in-person interactions are diluted 
in a remote environment” (Clearword, 2022, p.2). 
Companies watch for soft skills during the interview 
process, asking applicants about telecommuting 
experiences and how they stay focused while working 
at home (How to craft, 2022; Tunggal, 2021). 

Curiosity to know what the business community 
considers essential soft skills lead this instructor 
to conduct keyword searches of industry and trade 
reports published during and after the pandemic 
(2020-2023). What soft skills do employers seek 
in job recruits for positions using remote work? 
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Twenty-six industry articles focusing on soft skills 
for remote work were examined and a list of the skills 
those articles touted was compiled. This list was 
compared with the findings from 16 articles telling 
higher education’s views on soft skill development 
in students, located by keyword searches of research 
studies from journals, conference proceedings, and 
review articles published during the same timeframe 
of 2020-2023. 

Where these intersect is in this instructor’s online 
classroom for first-year university students. How can 
instructors contribute to the key soft skill development 
that students will need in their workplaces should 
they choose remote work? It is challenging to use 
exercises and assignments that cover the required 
course content while developing the soft skills of 
students. Should this secondary effort be tracked and 
managed, or should instructors simply hope the skills 
are developing? 

Would the lists differ? Is there a disconnect between 
the soft skill needs published in business publications 
and the soft skills that educators seek to develop in 
students seeking higher education? The Conference 
Board of Canada reported a skill disparity between 
what employers want and the skills of recent graduates 
(Lindzon, 2020). One study concluded that no 
standard classification of the soft skills needed by 
students exists (Pai, 2022.). A study of Brazilian higher 
education institutions found a disconnect between 
what education provides for students and what those 
graduates need as workers according to managers 
(Goulart, 2022). A study investigating European 
college students’ values of soft skills found students 
themselves rank soft skills lower in importance than 
employers (Succi, 2020). One European university 
elected to offer a course in soft skill development as a 
solution to the need (Shtaltovna, 2021).

The 10 most frequently named soft skills touted 
as important by the 26 business publications 
included communication (25), time management, (9) 
adaptability (12), collaboration (11), initiative (15), 
decision-making (12), tech savviness (10), leadership 
(3), trust/reliability (5), and organization (2). The tally 
of the soft skills explained and said to be developed 
in students in the 16 research studies concerned with 
higher education was as follows: communication (15), 
time management, (5) adaptability (1), collaboration 
(12), initiative (7), decision-making (10), tech 

savviness (2), leadership (3), trust/reliability (2), and 
organization (4). Of note, the higher education articles 
included soft skills not mentioned by the business 
publications, such as listening, professionalism, 
ethics, etiquette, and humor.

The three most often mentioned soft skills for the 
industry were communication, collaboration, and 
initiative. The three most often mentioned for 
academia were communication, collaboration, and 
decision-making. There is no disconnect between 
these three soft skills. The biggest difference was that 
46 % of industry publications ranked adaptability as 
very important, and only .06% of academic studies 
mentioned adaptability. 

The soft skill mentioned by all but one of the business 
publications and all, but one academic publication 
was communication. Communication skill for 
students was described by higher education as 
written assignments and expressions of ideas during 
discussions. Communication in industry publications 
covered many aspects in addition to the written 
communication expected in a job. Composing email, 
effective video conferencing, writing reports, and 
speaking in person or instant messaging with clients 
and customers are examples (Soft Skills, 2022). Video 
chat proficiency was rated the top skill needed by 38 
percent of hiring managers, according to PRNewswire 
(ResumeBuilder.com, 2021). 

On the negative side, remote workers have to be able 
to work with the loss of body language, and office 
socializing such as becoming friends with colleagues 
which is routine for in-person employment (Oliver, 
2021). Too much communication can result in 
what one study identified as digital communication 
fatigue. Strong communication soft skills typically 
work with savvy use of technology to stay in touch 
with employees and bosses. Workers may use mobile 
devices to deliver and receive critical information. 
Lack of communication can lead to lower levels of trust 
(Peroznejad, 2021). Both groups placed a high value on 
communication skills.

Collaboration for the business publications meant 
more than just communicating with a team on 
projects, the main application used in the classroom. 
Working on shared documents, and dealing with 
delays and time zones can reduce productivity for 
inexperienced remote workers (Prossack, 2020). 
Collaboration may cross languages as well as time 
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zones. Trust is also a factor in collaboration, with 
team members using transparency and timeliness to 
develop trust. 

Adaptability, the soft skill with the disconnect, is the 
capacity to overcome challenges and be resilient 
(Peroznejad, 2021). Adaptability can also mean being 
good at stress management and handling stress 
triggers to manage workflow around the distractions 
of the home environment. Students in an online 
classroom face similar circumstances, meaning this 
soft skill has a high degree of common ground between 
industry use and academic use, even if not ranked 
high in academic studies about soft skills. Similarly, 
tech savviness can be taught without the need for 
curriculum changes as students learn to troubleshoot 
software and hardware (8 soft, 2020).

This brief, casual research on soft skills as perceived 
by industry publications and higher education 
research studies suggests that technology has changed 
the workplace and higher education may need to 
change to prepare graduates for that workplace. While 
some researchers recommend that assignments be 
changed to problem-based learning to encourage 
many of the soft skills prized by the business 
community, a reset of higher education will take time. 

Meanwhile, the online classroom has the advantage 
of a fully digital approach to the learning landscape, 
which prepares students for the same in remote 
work, at this point an advantage over traditional 
classroom education. A simple change such as offering 
weekly Collaborate sessions may increase the level 
of video conferencing experience. Just appearing on 
screen and contributing requires courage in first-
year students. Online students gain experience in 
technology-related trouble-shooting such as loss 
of access or slow Internet speed along with power 
failures. Online students collaborate across time zones 
with peers using shared documents. Online students 
use communication modalities other than face-to-face 
communication to navigate courses. Online students 
must balance home life priorities and distractions for 
years while completing tasks and assignments as they 
progress through degree programs. Online courses 
offer students the option of developing key soft skills 
prized by the workplace.
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Introduction
It’s no surprise that a traditional college degree is 
not always an elixir for every employee looking to 
move up or build specific new skills for specific niche 
subject matter expertise. What is surprising is the 
number of choices available to employees when talent 
needs bolstering and that some human resource 
departments may be overlooking such opportunities 
to keep their valuable employees in the know, not to 
mention happier and content. Aside from providing 
incentives for employees to obtain additional college 
degrees, other choices with faster more relevant, and 
timely results may be found in earning an academic 
certificate to internal training sessions as well as 
specific types of workshops each adapted to the 
employee’s day-to-day responsibilities. 

Moreover, there are sundry other types of learning 
experiences that can add much to an employee’s 
intellect and overall well-being, each that undoubtedly 
will improve the products and services all companies 
offer. 

According to Daphne (2022):

This is the best upskilling and reskilling 
opportunity in a generation. Nearly 7 in 10 workers 
globally are willing to retrain and learn new skills 
on the job [Boston Consulting Group]. Yet many 
of these workers are leaving their current jobs to 
pursue advancement elsewhere according to a Pew 
Research Center survey. (para 4) 

Most agencies, entities, and corporations agree that 

automation has threatened more jobs than at any other 
time in history. COVID also contributed to this reality 
but has faded a bit since. The Boston Consulting Group 
(2022) surveyed and discovered that age and concerns 
about automation are experienced differently:

In our survey, concerns about automation were 
especially common among younger workers, with 
46% of those in their twenties and 41% of those 
in their thirties saying they had become more 
worried since the prior year about technology 
putting them out of work. The inverse relationship 
between age and concern about automation has a 
certain logic: younger respondents realize there is 
simply too much time left ‘on the clock’ for them 
to be confident of not being there when the change 
comes. (p. 5) 

The Boston Group notes that there are differences in 
how automation is perceived based on geographics. 
This occurs in areas where fewer employee protections 
exist based on laws. 

If people feel that their jobs are at risk—owing to 
either COVID-19 or automation—it makes sense 
for them to at least entertain the possibility of 
a career change. Retraining willingness is an 
indicator of this flexibility. Altogether, 68% of our 
survey takers said they are willing to retrain and 
only 4% said they are unwilling to retrain under 
any circumstances—similar to the numbers who 
said this in 2018 when we last asked the question. 
The willingness is particularly high among people 
in the earlier and middle parts of their careers; 
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it’s lower among the youngest workers and those 
older than 60 (some of whom may be nearing 
retirement). (p. 9)

Companies that invest in their employees typically 
experience less turnover, better morale, and quite 
frankly, better quality products and are more 
competitive in the marketplace in general. According 
to Barbara Corcoran, Shark Tank television star 
and self-made billionaire, good supervisors put the 
needs of their employees and customers, for that 
matter, before their own (WCBS 880, 2021). Whether 
it is investing in technology that helps employees do 
their job better or in helping them acquire new skills, 
bolstering their happiness levels by allowing them to 
achieve and be recognized, companies must put their 
employees first (Paycom, 2021; Colletta, 2019).

 

Upskilling/Reskilling Opportunities 
& Tie Ins
The need for upskilling or reskilling begins when, 
“most organizations face skills gaps due to aging and 
digitalization” (Dayiya, 2021, para 5). Technology and 
how companies incorporate such innovations is never 
ending and affects all aspects of personnel from the 
mail room to the board room and even stockholders 
for that matter. A popular method to allow for such 
upskilling to take hold can start with internal training 
or peer training. In this fashion, employees pass down 
their proven techniques on anything from efficiencies 
in writing internal and external communication 
or utilizing important customer experience (CX) 
techniques where engagement and buy-in from all 
company departments are essential. After all, these 
days companies who embrace CX understand how 
important promises made must be promises kept, 
a foundational concept that can lead to customer 
advocacy and future business (Shapiro, 2021). 

The training process may include designation 
rotation, so employees understand how other aspects 
of the operation work so their role becomes more 
clearly defined. The benefits are many including 
better productivity, confidence building, adaptation 
to change, and as mentioned earlier the ability for 
companies to leverage more technology that helps 
employees not necessarily replace them. Finally, 
all of these experiences help improve soft skills, 
team engagement, building future leaders, a zest for 
learning, and customer satisfaction. Of course, not 

everyone can and should be upskilled all at once. The 
business, after all, does have to keep its doors open in 
the meantime (Dayiya, 2021). 

 

Who Has Benefited?
Who’s benefited from upskilling? A large full-service 
U.S. bank like PNC has used upskilling not only to 
attract new employees but to keep current ones, 
optometry centers across Europe, and the Australian 
Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency, 
among many (PR Newswire, 2022; Perspectives, 2020; 
Lorenza & Carter, 2021). “Training and Upskilling 
programs are an investment and show that companies 
care for their employees’ future. This plays a vital 
role in increasing their loyalty to the companies and 
ensures a high retention rate” (Campbell, 2022, para 
9).

So the next time your organization experiences a gap 
by age or one due to the never-ending digitalization 
of our world, think to upskill or reskill and invest in 
employees not only for their sake, but a win/win for 
the sake of your customers, products, and services. 
Whether it’s time for a particular member of your 
workforce to obtain a special certification or time for 
internal training, each employee can ultimately benefit 
from the infusion of learning that makes curiosity 
front and center and fuels stimulating and new ways to 
grow with purpose and conviction. 
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Abstract
In the contemporary climate of online threats and 
misuse of personal information, educators must be 
cognizant of the associated risks and challenges. Risks 
can include doxing, harassment, malware, phishing, 
ransomware, sextortion, and manipulation via social 
engineering. Online threats can sometimes escalate 
into face-to-face confrontations and violence. Personal 
information including images can be misused for 
deepfakes, financial fraud, and identity theft. This 
work explores some of the risks and challenges 
associated with online learning and suggests possible 
mitigations and prevention techniques.

 

Anecdotes, Research, and Warnings
Periodic reports of online dangers associated with 
educators and students often appear in the media and 
in research. Here are a few recent items of interest:

• An American Psychological Association (APA) 
study of violence against educators during the 
Pandemic found that even under conditions 
of remote or hybrid instruction, teachers and 
school personnel reported significant physical 
violence (e.g., objects thrown at participants, 
ordinary objects weaponized, and physical 
attacks), primarily from students (McMahon et 
al., 2022, p. 12).

• The US Department of Homeland Security 
issued a National Public Safety Alert regarding 
sextortion schemes (US Immigration and 
Customs, 2022).

• According to the US Internet Crime Complaint 
Center (IC3), complaints about cybercrimes 
continued to rise, with an estimated of 18.7 
billion dollars of losses in 2021 (USDOJ, 2021).

• The US Cybersecurity and Infrastructure 
Security Agency (CISA) warned about the 
theft and misuse of Personally Identifying 
Information (PII), indicating that in recent 
years the education sector has been a frequent 
target of ransomware attacks. Impacts from 
these attacks included restricted access to 
networks and data, delayed exams, canceled 
school days, and unauthorized access to and 
theft of the PII of students and staff. (CISA, 
n.d.).

• Nationwide: Since 2005, K–12 schools, colleges, 
and universities in the US experienced over 
1,850 data breaches, involving more than 28.6 
million records (Cook, 2021).

• Connecticut: False allegations and 
misreporting resulted in threats and doxing 
of a Connecticut school superintendent who 
was wrongfully accused in social media of 
sexualizing young students (Gilbert, 2022).

• Arizona: A student journalist at the University 
of Arizona became the target of an online 
harassment campaign after writing an article 
that was critical of a fellow student/TikTok 
creator (Lorenz, 2022).

• Missouri: Nobel laureate Professor Philip 
Dybvig is being investigated by Washington 
University in St. Louis about allegations of 
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sexual harassment (Fan & Kocieniewski, 2022).

• Massachusetts: A Chinese music student at the 
Berklee College of Music in Boston was arrested 
and charged in connection with stalking 
and harassing another Chinese student for 
advocating democracy in China (Treon, 2022).

• North Carolina: Students at Duke University 
were hit by a large-scale phishing attack. The 
fraudulent messages notified students of a 
“Warning” or “Urgent Warning” related to their 
Duke account or offered them false UNICEF 
jobs or remote work (Keegan, 2022).

 

Users Unwittingly Exposing 
Themselves to Risk
Notwithstanding the attacks from random external 
sources, some users of the Internet tacitly contribute 
to their own victimization. In their quest to gain fame, 
fortune, recognition, votes, clicks, or a personal brand, 
victims sometimes seek to become “influencers” and 
to add viewers, subscribers, and “likes” via social 
media. In that attention-seeking, sometimes profit-
motivated efforts, victims often expose far too much 
about themselves, their families, and their finances; 
thus permitting data harvesters and bad actors to 
exploit the information. A post from a “Guest Writer” 
at Hellopartner.com warns, “Choosing to become an 
influencer comes with some inherent risks. While 
fortune and fame are often the goals for many, the 
cost can be a loss of privacy both in the real world and 
online” (Guest Writer, 2022).

 

The Risks: Definitions and 
Mitigations
There are many online risks that confront educators 
and students. The following section defines (in 
alphabetical order) just a few of the risks and suggests 
mitigation strategies.

Deepfake
A deepfake is a type of artificial intelligence-generated 
media, typically a video or image, that has been 
manipulated using algorithms to seem like a genuine, 
realistic representation of a real person. Deepfakes are 
used to create fake news stories, political propaganda, 
and other malicious purposes.

Mitigation - Deepfakes
1. One mitigation strategy suggested to slow the 

use of Deepfakes is to use digital watermarking 
on images and videos before sharing them in 
Cyberspace.

2. Another suggestion is to use more secure 
media formats. Media formats that are more 
resistant to deepfake manipulation include 
audiovisual formats such as H.264, AAC, and 
FLAC. These formats are more resistant to 
manipulation because they are compressed 
and contain fewer data than other formats 
such as MP4 or MOV. Formats such as Motion 
JPEG 2000 are also more secure, as they 
contain digital signatures that can be used to 
authenticate the source of the media. These 
formats will not totally prevent deepfakes but 
may make reduce the quality of the resulting 
images.

Doxing
Doxing is the practice of researching and broadcasting 
private or identifying information about an individual 
or organization on the internet, typically with 
malicious intent. This can include anything from home 
addresses and phone numbers to financial records and 
private emails.

Mitigation - Doxing
Mitigation strategies for Doxing include the following:

1. Remove personally identifiable information 
(PII) from online profiles or websites.

2. Change privacy settings on social media 
accounts and online forums to the highest 
security settings.

3. Never post private information online, 
including photos, addresses, phone numbers, 
and birthdates.

4. Regularly monitor online accounts for signs of 
doxing.

5. Use secure passwords and two-factor 
authentication.

6. Never share personal information with 
unknown sources.

7. Contact law enforcement if doxing is suspected.

8. Consider using a virtual private network (VPN) 
to protect privacy online.
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Financial Fraud
Online financial fraud is any form of fraud or deception 
that occurs in an online financial transaction. This 
can include scams, identity theft, phishing, credit card 
fraud, and other malicious activities that are designed 
to steal money or sensitive information from a victim.

Mitigation – Financial Fraud
Mitigation strategies for online financial fraud include 
the following:

1. Implement multi-factor authentication (MFA) 
for online accounts and transactions.

2. Use strong passwords that are frequently 
changed.

3. Monitor account activity and watch for 
suspicious activity.

4. Only use secure websites (https) and networks.

5. Use secure payment gateways that are Payment 
Card Industry (PCI) compliant.

6. Utilize fraud detection and prevention 
software.

7. Implement fraud alerts on accounts.

8. Educate employees and students on best 
practices for protecting data.

9. Install and regularly update operating systems, 
anti-virus and anti-malware software.

10. Segment networks and limit user access to 
data.

Harassment
Online harassment includes abuse, bullying, or 
threatening behavior. It can include posting hurtful 
comments, sending threatening messages, making 
unwanted sexual advances, or sending unsolicited or 
inappropriate pictures.

Mitigation - Harassment
Mitigation strategies against online harassment 
include the following:

1. Block the Harasser: Most online platforms 
allow users to block other users. This prevents 
the harasser from viewing a profile, messaging 
a person, or commenting on posts.

2. Report the Harasser: Most online platforms 
have a feature to report users who have 
violated terms of service. This alerts the 

platform to investigate the harasser’s activities 
and take appropriate action. 

3. Ignore the Harasser: While this may be 
difficult, it is important to remember that 
ignoring the harasser is a form of self-care. The 
harasser is likely “trolling” and trying to get a 
reaction out of the victim, so ignoring them is 
a way to deprive them of the attention they are 
seeking.

4. Change the Privacy Settings: Most online 
platforms allow users to control who can 
interact with their content. This can help to 
protect from online harassment by limiting 
who can view the content and who can interact 
with it.

5. Reach Out for Support: When online 
harassment occurs, the victim should reach out 
to friends, family, or other supportive people. 
They can offer emotional support and help find 
resources to handle the situation.

Identity Theft
Identity theft is the illegal use of someone else’s 
personal information, such as their name, Social 
Security number, or credit card information, in order 
to commit fraud or other crimes. It can involve opening 
new accounts, making purchases, or taking out loans 
in the victim’s name. Identity theft can cause financial 
damage, as well as emotional trauma to the victim.

Mitigation – Identity Theft
Mitigation strategies against identity theft include the 
following:

1. Monitor accounts regularly. Check bank and 
credit card statements for suspicious activity.

2. Do not share personal information on social 
media.

3. Secure devices with strong passwords.

4. Use two-factor authentication.

5. Do not respond to emails or texts asking for 
personal information.

6. Shred documents containing personal 
information.

7. Use a secure web browser and adjust the 
browser settings to improve security.

8. Implement a credit freeze.
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Malware
Malware is of malicious software designed to damage 
or gain unauthorized access to a computer system. 
It can take the form of viruses, spyware, adware, 
ransomware, or other malicious code. Malware can be 
used to steal personal information, delete or corrupt 
data, or take control of a user’s computer.

Mitigation - Malware
1. Keep computer operating systems and software 

up to date.

2. Use anti-virus and anti-malware software and 
configure it to scan the system regularly.

3. Avoid downloading files from unknown or 
untrusted sources.

4. Do not open email attachments or links from 
unknown or untrusted sources.

5. Use a firewall to protect the internet 
connection.

6. Use a secure web browser.

7. Disable unnecessary services and programs.

8. Use caution when downloading free software.

9. Stay informed about online security threats.

10. Regularly back up important files and 
documents.

Phishing
Phishing is a type of cyberattack where the attacker 
attempts to fraudulently acquire sensitive information 
such as usernames, passwords, and credit card 
details by impersonating a trustworthy entity in an 
electronic communication, typically in an email, or on 
a social networking site. Phishing is done by sending 
a message that appears to come from a legitimate 
source, such as another user of the social network, a 
bank, or another financial institution, in order to gain 
access to confidential information.

Mitigation - Phishing
1. Use updated security software, web browsers, 

and operating systems, and keep them updated 
with the latest security patches.

2. Configure the email client to display the full 
email address of the sender, not just the name.

3. Be cautious of unsolicited emails and avoid 
clicking on links or downloading attachments.

4. Verify the authenticity of the sender by 
checking the domain name in the link or the 
email address.

5. Utilize two-factor authentication.

6. Use a password manager to generate and store 
strong, unique passwords.

7. Regularly check credit card and bank 
statements for suspicious activity.

8. Report suspicious emails to the information 
technology team.

9. Educate employees and students about the 
dangers of phishing

Ransomware
Ransomware is malicious software (malware) designed 
to block access to a computer system or its data until a 
ransom is paid. It typically spreads through phishing 
emails or by unknowingly visiting an infected website. 
Once active on a system, ransomware often encrypts 
files and folders, making them inaccessible. Victims 
are then required to pay a ransom, usually in the form 
of cryptocurrency, to regain access to their data.

Mitigation - Ransomware
Mitigation strategies against ransomware include the 
following:

1. Back up important files regularly.

2. Keep system and software updated.

3. Use antivirus and anti-malware software and 
maintain it properly.

4. Disable macros in Office documents.

5. Use application whitelisting to block potentially 
unwanted programs.

6. Use a pop-up blocker to prevent malicious 
websites from automatically opening.

7. Create multiple user accounts and restrict 
access to certain accounts.

8. Disable remote desktop access unless 
absolutely necessary.

9. Restrict privileges for users and use the 
principle of least privilege.

10. Set up a firewall and configure it properly.

Sextortion
Sextortion is a form of blackmail where an individual 
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threatens to share intimate images or videos of 
someone else for the purpose of obtaining money, 
sexual favors, or other forms of leverage.

Mitigation - Sextortion
Mitigation strategies against sextortion include the 
following:

1. Never share personal information or intimate 
photos with anyone online.

2. Be wary of requests from unknown people and 
never agree to meet them in person.

3. Use strong passwords for all online accounts 
and change them regularly.

4. Install anti-virus software and keep it updated.

5. Avoid clicking on suspicious links or 
downloading files from unknown sources.

6. Set privacy settings for all online accounts and 
monitor them regularly.

7. Contact the authorities or a lawyer if you are 
contacted by someone attempting to extort 
money from you.

8. Install a firewall and configure it to block 
certain websites or services.

Social Engineering
Social engineering is the use of deception to 
manipulate individuals into divulging confidential or 
personal information that may be used for fraudulent 
purposes. It is a type of attack used by hackers to gain 
access to systems, networks, or physical locations by 
exploiting human psychology, rather than by breaking 
in using technical hacking techniques.

Mitigation – Social Engineering
Mitigation techniques against social engineering 
include the following: 

1. Provide training about social engineering 
tactics, such as phishing emails, so that users 
can learn to recognize and avoid them.

2. Establish a chain of trust with students and 
staff so that sensitive information is only 
released to those who are authorized to receive 
it.

3. Ensure that two-factor authentication is in 
place.

4. Have a plan in place for responding to a social 

engineering attack. This should include 
steps for notifying those involved, reporting 
the incident to the relevant authorities, and 
ensuring that systems are secured.

5. Monitor security: Monitor accounts, systems, 
and networks for suspicious activity that could 
be indicative of a social engineering attack.

6. Require strong passwords, change them 
regularly, and use multi-factor authentication.

 

Conclusion
As cyber-attacks persist, educators and students 
should continue to respond by hardening defenses 
and implementing mitigation strategies. This work 
explored some of the risks and challenges associated 
with online learning and suggested possible 
mitigations and prevention techniques. There is no 
single fix that can prevent all the myriad types of 
attacks. The best that one can do is to stay abreast 
of the current threats and continually implement 
preventative measures.
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Abstract
“Distance learning,” “distance education,” “online 
learning,” and “online education” are all synonymous 
expressions. They are generally associated with the 
distance separating, for purposes of this study, the 
adult learner and instructor that can encompass an 
area within the same neighborhood or where the 
adult learner’s location is situated away from the 
instructor on the other side of the world. The distance 
can also take on a temporal dimension, such as 
referencing an event in the distant past. Along with 
modern-day technology and telecommunication 
tools that facilitate learning across vast distances, 
the pedagogy of stakeholders in higher education 
could include an examination of distance learning 
spanning two thousand years back to the first century 
CE. At that time, a prominent teacher exchanged letter 
correspondence with students of diverse backgrounds 
from a distance. Several lessons can be acquired 
from this well-documented case, arguably the oldest 
instance of distance learning and the most famous 
yet least recognized example of the genre. Content 
notwithstanding, in the didactic environment of adult 
education with an emphasis on modality, methodology, 
and mechanism, distance combined with time equates 
to “double” distance learning.

Although there is a lack of consensus on when 
distance learning started, Harting and Erthal (2005) 
argued that the genre began in the 1700s in the form 
of the correspondence school model and became 

increasingly popular as a more efficient postal 
system evolved. More specifically, Holmberg (1995) 
documented that when Caleb Phillips proposed 
sending shorthand lessons to interested readers in a 
Boston Gazette advertisement, it constituted an early 
milestone in distance learning. 

Later, in the 1800s, when conventions at the time 
restricted learning opportunities for young women 
(among other constraints), Anna Eliot Ticknor 
established an adult distance learning curriculum 
—a correspondence school—she called “Society 
to Encourage Studies at Home” (MacKenzie & 
Christensen, 1971). It included 24 subjects within 
the departments of literature, history, science, 
French, and German Anyone so inclined could enroll 
in these courses. Whether the start date for adult 
distance learning was in the 18th- or 19th centuries, 
it confronted a formidable foe in the well-grounded 
age-old in-person model.

 

The Ancient Greeks and In-Person 
Learning
Before finding its niche in the modern world, the 
advent of the phenomenon of distance learning 
emerged from an age-old uphill battle with the 
traditional, ubiquitous in-person learning model 
(Willis, 1994). For example, around 387 B.C.E., Plato 
acquired property near Athens where he conducted 
in-person classes using Socrates’ model of question-
and-answer interchange that “included mathematics, 
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dialectics, natural science, and preparation for 
statesmanship” (Britannica, n.d.-a).  

The plot of land that Plato procured was tinged with 
theology as it was previously sacred ground for the 
legendary hero Academus (Britannica, n.d.-a), whose 
name gave birth to the English word academy. Hence, 
academic learning involving questions and answers 
occurred in an intimate, in-person setting. Such was 
also the case with Aristotle, who conducted in-person 
sessions with his young pupil, a teen Alexander 
the Great, who learned “philosophy, medicine, and 
scientific investigation” (Britannica, n.d.-b) from the 
famous philosopher.

Distance learning was not yet a concept that engaged 
the Socratic method (Wilberding, 2021). However, 
though not generally recognized in the literature, a 
few centuries later, distance learning as a mechanism 
employing the Socratic method involving numerous 
pupils scattered about would reshape the learning 
landscape in a major way.

 

Distance Learning 2,000 Years Ago
Some two thousand years ago, in the first century C.E., 
Paul, the apostle, New Testament Bible writer, and 
attorney in Jewish law, declared: “My education was in 
the strict rules handed down by our ancestors” (God’s 
Word Translation, n.d., Acts 22:3). Through in-person 
sessions, Paul as a young man was taught by Gamaliel, 
“a doctor of the law, respected by all the people” 
(Douay-Rheims Bible, n.d., Acts 5:34; Acts 22:3). Given 
that both Jewish and Greek educators adopted the 
Socratic method, it should be unsurprising that Paul, 
who was an influential teacher and talented student 
(Acts 9:22; 14:11-12; 17:2-3; 19:8; 26:24-25; Galatians 
1:14), implemented it after establishing a Christian 
congregation in the ancient Grecian city of Corinth 
(Acts 18:8-11). Later, in the city of Ephesus, he “had 
discussions daily in the lecture hall of Tyrannus” (New 
International Version, n.d., Acts 19:9). Indeed, as an 
instructor, Paul engaged in daily in-person discussions 
with his pupils, and as a pupil himself received 
in-person curricula under the tutelage of Gamaliel. 
However, the apostle did not restrict his teaching 
methodology to in-person instruction.  

Before writing the canonical Bible book of First 
Corinthians (alternately, and interchangeably, 1 
Corinthians), Paul wrote an initial letter to Corinthian 
adult learners that were not included in the canon 

or library of New Testament Bible books. Paul was in 
Ephesus when he wrote First Corinthians, which was 
a distance of about 400 miles by a ship traveling east 
across the Aegean Sea, or 1,000 miles by land. 

Content notwithstanding, Paul referenced the initial 
noncanonical letter this way: “I wrote [past tense] you 
in my previous letter not to associate with sexually 
immoral people” (Amplified Bible, n.d., 1 Corinthians 
5:9). Then Paul wrote two verses later, “but now 
[present tense] I am writing to you not to associate with 
anyone who calls himself a Christian who is sexually 
immoral” (NET Bible, n.d., 1 Corinthians 5:11). This 
passage from the canonical book of First Corinthians 
references Paul’s noncanonical but chronologically 
first letter (“previous letter”) to the Corinthians. 
Significantly, distance or correspondence education 
began with the Corinthians’ question-filled response 
letter to Paul’s first offering. 

Sandwiched between Paul’s noncanonical initial 
letter and the book of First Corinthians was a letter 
the Corinthians wrote containing questions possibly 
provoked by subjects in Paul’s “previous letter.” He 
began addressing these when he wrote, for example, 
“Now I will answer the questions you asked in your 
letter. You asked, ‘Is it best for people not to marry?’” 
(Contemporary English Version, n.d., 1 Corinthians 
7:1), and, “In your letter, you asked me about food 
offered to idols” (Contemporary English Version, n.d., 
1 Corinthians 8:1).  

The final letter in the chain of correspondence between 
teacher and pupils is the canonical Bible book of 
Second Corinthians (alternately and interchangeably, 2 
Corinthians). Paul was in Macedonia when he penned 
Second Corinthians, a distance of about 350 miles 
north of Corinth). He crafted Second Corinthians for 
several reasons (2 Corinthians 2:3-4; 7:12), not the 
least of which was to test his pupils, just as is done in 
adult distance learning today. Candidly, he stated, “I 
also wrote because I wanted to test you and find out 
if you would follow my instructions” (Contemporary 
English Version, n.d., 2 Corinthians 2:9). Testing was 
part of the facilitation process that reasonably ensured 
his pupils understood the material presented. Notably, 
several months likely separated the correspondence. 

The dynamism and facilitation of adult distance 
learning were in the beginning stages of character 
development when Paul penned Second Corinthians. 
An unmistakable theme or overall thread was 
connecting (1) Paul’s initial noncanonical letter, (2) the 
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response letter from the Corinthians, (3) the canonical 
letter of First Corinthians, and (4) the canonical letter 
of Second Corinthians. 

The apostle Paul and the university instructor share 
the same power differential over their congregants 
and students, respectively. Furthermore, although 
Paul and the Corinthians deceased two thousand years 
ago, the distance learning apparatus, effectiveness, 
and facilitation have surfed the pages of time to arrive 
on the shores of online learning in the 21st century. 
And given that the Bible is the most popular book in 
history (Hammond, 2010), the case of Paul and the 
Corinthians is the most renowned recorded instance of 
adult distance learning. 

 

The Case for Adult Distance 
Learning
Researchers at Florida National University (2019) who 
studied adult distance learning make a case for online 
education by concluding that it is equal in quality and 
validity to in-person learning, that earning potential is 
the same as in-person learning, and that adult distance 
learning offers flexibility for students everywhere.

Moreover, the modality, methodology, and mechanism 
of adult distance learning are still robust when 
juxtaposed with in-person learning. Hearing a 
message like, “Fluffy the cat died,” or, “you won 
the lotto,” is just as impactful when heard over the 
telephone (a mode of distance learning) as in person. 
Besides the interchange of letter correspondence 
between teacher and students (as was the case with the 
apostle Paul and his Corinthian pupils), the telephone, 
radio, and television were prominent modes of adult 
distance learning before the proliferation of online 
learning (Gordon, 2020).   

 

Conclusion
In-person learning has been a staple in the adult 
learning environment for millennia. The massive 
example of adult correspondence distance learning 
that included traversing land and sea made its debut 
about two millennia ago. That it occurred in the 
distant past adds the temporal element. Its success 
geographically and temporally justifies the label 
“double” distance learning and has been an invaluable 
aid in facilitating adult distance learning. While none 
of the ancient characters considered here are alive 

today, their message illuminates the pages of secular 
works such as the classics and the pages of letters 
in the New Testament. Additionally, whether pupils 
subscribe to philosophy as found in the classics or 
adopt Christianity as values, adult distance learning as 
the modality, methodology, and mechanism—whatever 
its content—has proven effective and has withstood the 
test of time. Stakeholders would do well to list “double” 
distance learning as an effective and efficient way to 
facilitate adult education.
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Abstract
This article is a response to reading three excellent 
books on teaching. First, Palmer (2017) The Courage 
to Teach served to strengthen my interactions with 
learners. The second, Nagel’s (1994) Tao of Teaching 
reminded me of why I chose to enter academia and 
how each day each learner gives me a gift of allowing 
me to enter their world and perhaps change it, if only 
for a short while. Third, Weimar (2013) Learner-
centered teaching encouraged me to place myself 
among students rather than standing in front of them.

 

Introduction
This article is a reflective exercise in response to 
reading several books on effective teaching. First, 
The Courage to Teach (Palmer, 2017), served to 
strengthen my interactions with learners. The second, 
The Tao of Teaching (Nagel, 1994), reminded me of 
why I chose to enter academia and how each day each 
learner gives me a gift by allowing me to enter their 
world and perhaps change it, if only for a short while. 

Third, Learner-Centered Teaching (Weimar, 2013), 
encouraged me to place myself among students rather 
than standing in front of them. The most successful 
teachers are those who show you where to look but do 
not tell you what to see. They possess a capacity for 
connectedness (Palmer, 2017). 

 

What is Learning?
“What is learning: tell me and I forget. 
Show me and I remember. Involve me and I 
understand” (Xunzi, third century, BCE)

In its broadest sense, learning refers to a process of 
progressive change from ignorance to knowledge, 
from inability to competence, and from indifference 
to understanding (Welkener, 2013). As this change 
occurs, we move from novices to experts continuously 
creating meaning in our experiences. In essence, we 
are constantly learning.

Although teachers are aware individuals learn in a 
multitude of ways, the application of this awareness 
seems, at times, irrelevant. Faculty may use a wide 
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variety of teaching methods, believing this affords 
learners an opportunity to gain the necessary 
knowledge regardless of their learning style. Although 
the method may be expedient, it can be ineffective. 
Individuals learn best when the relationship between 
context, content, and demands of the learning task is 
evident. 

Learning styles
Learning styles are reflections of the mind forming 
unique learning preferences (Morrison et al., 2004). 
They are the way individuals begin to concentrate on, 
process, internalize, and remember new information 
or skills (Dunn & Griggs, 2003). Students learn more 
quickly and easily when they can capitalize on their 
preferred learning styles. Adult learners have needs 
and requirements different from those of children and 
adolescents (Shermis & Vesta, 2014). Critical elements 
involved in adult learning include:

• Accumulation of experience: Learners become 
increasingly independent relative to ways of 
supporting their values and beliefs in reaction 
to new information.

• Developmental trends: During periods of 
transition adults are receptive to opportunities 
to reassess goals, reassert themselves as 
valued members of society, and reconfirm their 
self-esteem.

• Anxiety and ambivalence: Adults experience 
anxiety and ambivalence resulting in a gradual 
increase in personal willingness to take 
responsibility based on selected values and 
ideas.

• Autonomy and self-direction: Adults prefer 
to be free to direct themselves and select 
activities reflecting personal interests.

• Goal-orientation: Adults usually know what 
objective they want to attain and appreciate 
organized opportunities using clearly defined 
elements.

• Practicality and relevancy orientation: Adults 
must see a reason for learning something 
and learning needs to be applicable to one’s 
responsibilities to be of value.

• Behavior: Adults access study behaviors from 
a personal repertoire relative to the context 
in which they find themselves (Fischer & 
Rose, 2001). In this instance, context refers 

to environmental demands, assessing which 
approach will work best, and an evaluation 
of prior knowledge. When these factors are 
relatively established, the option of study 
proficiencies is reasonably encouraging. 
When learning ability is influenced by 
transitory environmental demands and short-
term objectives, the learner resorts to less 
constructive routines (Applehans & Schmeck, 
2002). Less capable learners may feel stressed 
and rely on literal memorization whereas those 
who are more proficient effectively approach 
the task as a problem to be solved by dividing 
the content into specified elements.

• Thinking style: Refers to a way of using one’s 
intelligence (Dunn & Griggs, 2003). Our 
thinking style corresponds with the way we 
are being challenged and how we learned to 
accomplish the task. Learners who approach 
these opportunities with confidence typically 
work independently with specified guidelines 
and expectations of academic success. 
Less confident learners need support and 
assistance, but still may be unable to complete 
the task.

• Gender: Differences do not vary according 
to subject or teacher but do occur based on 
learning style (Sutton & Posamentier, 2021). 
Specifically, women who use memorizing 
and rehearsing strategies depend on faculty 
to organize learning processes and define 
learning as the process of taking in knowledge. 
Men are ambivalent as to why they are studying 
and often lack parameters or guidelines. 
Androgynous learners use a meaning-directed 
learning style as they learn independently, are 
personally interested in the subject, and are 
learning to construct knowledge. 

• Content: Although humans appreciate the 
common and the familiar, the brain seeks 
and reacts to innovative occurrences (Mertler, 
2003). Rote learning (e.g., memorizing 
terminology) is frustrating because the 
brain resists meaningless stimuli. Invoking 
the brain’s natural capacity to integrate 
information allows us to assimilate boundless 
amounts of information.

• Learning preferences: Learning preferences 
relate to a fondness for methods individuals 
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believe enhance their learning proficiency 
(Grasha & Yangarber-Hicks, 2000). For 
example, with complex content, learners 
want clear structure and goals, the material 
presented in an exciting manner, assistance 
with assimilating divergent and contradictory 
data and to be personally challenged. For less 
challenging material, learners like the pace of 
instruction increased, information made more 
challenging, assurance they are processing the 
content, and small group exercises to review 
concepts.

 

What is Teaching?
“Every truth has four corners: as a teacher, I 
give you one corner, and it is for you to find 
the other three” (Confucius).

Just what is it teachers do? To teach refers to ‘any 
practice furnishing a person with skill or knowledge’ 
(American Heritage College Dictionary, 2007). The 
exact nature of the action, what teachers do and do not 
do, is at the center of an ongoing dialogue.

Educators, regardless of the context, are generally 
viewed as facilitators of learning. They are sensitive 
to the learning styles of the student. This sensitivity 
involves assessing the learner’s capacity, need, 
and capability in handling instructional demands. 
Although the teacher may assume direct control of 
educational tasks, this can best be accomplished in an 
encouraging environment - where relationships are 
established and maintained. It is essential teachers 
understand these responsibilities in the context 
of an individual’s learning. To do this, a teacher 
seeks further knowledge and training to expand on 
and become proficient with various teaching styles 
(Schunk, 2019). Common assumptions related to 
teaching include:

• When a teacher with the appropriate degree 
enters the classroom, people will learn. 
Unfortunately, possession of a certain level 
of expertise by the teacher does not in itself 
guarantee individuals will learn (Palmer, 
2017). Knowledge must be transformed 
into instruction. Instruction needs to be 
designed, planned, and structured to facilitate 
learning, regardless of the teacher’s level of 
understanding.

• Learners’ minds are like empty vessels waiting 
to be filled (Tiberius, 2006). In most cases, it is 
generally more beneficial to engage in an active 
dialogue rather than to offer a scripted delivery 
of information (no matter how well done).

• Learners accept criticism when they can see 
results (Morgan-Fleming, 2000). When the 
intent of the teacher’s criticism is discernible, 
teachers can effectively challenge learners to 
work to their maximum level of achievement.

• Undue agitation and productive enthusiasm 
can be separated by only a split second 
(Sutton & Posamentier, 2021). Effective 
teaching creates a synergy maximizing time, 
opportunity, and curiosity, creating a forum for 
reflection and tranquility.

Teaching is an art, a craft, and a profession 
(Morgan-Fleming, 2000). The art of teaching 
involves an appreciation for daily improvisational 
performances and an understanding that:

• Each teacher and learner are unique.

• The classroom is transformed into a 
community in which learners and teachers can 
contribute fully.

• An artist strives for but never reaches 
perfection. The difference is not a matter of 
form, but talent and quality.

• Autonomy and individuality are crucial to the 
artist.

• The teacher is like a conductor, rather than a 
soloist, and more like a director than an actor 
giving a soliloquy. Viewing this as a challenge 
instead of a frustration calls for openness for 
reflection and self-critique.

As artists, teachers of adult learners encourage them 
to go beyond the limits of their capabilities (Brown, 
2003). This involves believing in learners, viewing 
them through the lens of time, being genuine with 
them, taking time during teachable moments, and 
knowing you cannot inspire everyone to greatness 
(Palmer, 2017). When applying these principles, the 
essence of the teaching-learning process includes 
recognizing and living your truth, creating moments 
of possibility, and recognizing there is much we do not 
know (Shepard, 2019).

Skillful educators do not rely on a specific technique 
or style. Rather, over time unanimity develops 
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between the teacher and the learner. The foundation 
for this process is the teacher’s uniqueness, humor, 
perseverance, passion, and ability to indulge in the 
learner’s desires. Although the allowance is made for 
the learner’s behaviors, it is a teacher’s character or 
personality that influences the learner’s perceived 
needs and the content/skill being taught. Teaching is 
a revelation of the self - more than the use of learned 
postures. It is the stamp of authenticity more than it is 
the show of authority. It is the element of trust (Gayle 
et al., 2006).

 

Evaluating Your Teaching and 
Learning Styles
Feedback enables faculty to design teaching plans 
to help individuals achieve their highest level of 
understanding. For the individual, an awareness of the 
preferred learning style can allow for a more efficient, 
effective, and enjoyable learning experience. The 
following list provides a variety of inventories useful in 
accomplishing this objective:

• Index of Learning Styles Questionnaire (Felder 
& Soloman, 2007): preference approach based 
on the hierarchy of needs and achievement 
motivation.

• VARK strategies (Fleming, 2001): examines 
kinesthetic sensory modalities used for 
learning information. Attitude or readiness 
to learn is influenced by a preference for 
extraversion, introversion, perceiving, and 
judging.

• Learning Styles Profiler (Jackson, 2002): 
modeled on principles of approach and 
avoidance; temperament and character. 

• Universal Design for Learning (2018): 
learner access and participate in meaningful, 
challenging learning opportunities; 
engagement, representation, action, and 
expression.

• Teaching Perspectives Inventory: provides a 
path for critical reflection on, and articulation 
of one’s beliefs, actions, and intentions of 
teaching (Pratt & Collins, 2000). 

 

Conclusion
Regardless of the content, individuals have unique 

preferences relative to how they approach learning 
that correlate with their learning style. For successful 
learning to occur, the ultimate responsibility lies in the 
teacher’s skills and judgment after getting to know and 
appreciate the uniqueness of each learner. Educators 
are encouraged to approach their teaching as a ‘work 
in progress - one that will evolve and change over time’ 
(Weimar, 2013).
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T R A N S F O R M I N G  L E A R N I N G

No Looking Back: Trasforming 
the Learning Landscape with 
Feedforward

Tina Miller, MFA 
Associate Faculty 
University of Phoenix

Abstract
Educator interactions with students are invaluable. 
Such interactions, however, are often reactive and 
encourage students to think back on their past 
actions. What if educators embraced a forward focus? 
Feedforward is an approach that encourages just that. 
With feedforward, educators can provide students with 
the support they need as students educationally grow 
towards their own and the institution’s established 
learning goals. The focus is on future action so 
that students do not become bogged down with 
negative emotions and perspectives about learning 
because their past actions were not suitable enough. 
Feedforward is a positive learning approach that 
everyone in the academic arena could benefit from. 

 
Educators are well-versed in the continual process 
of learning, evaluating, commenting, facilitating, 
and guiding. Throughout this process, however, 
they are continually focused on students and “What 
has happened?” during the learning process. In 
classrooms, students complete tasks, and educators 
assess such tasks by focusing on the criteria 
students have or have not met. With a pre-designed 
curriculum and limited room for change or extensive 
time commitments, educators likely face difficulties 
considering students’ depth of learning and skill 
application. After all, after one task is completed, 
students must move to a new task. What, though, if 

that does not have to be the case? With feedforward, it 
does not have to be. 

With the feedforward approach, educators are directly 
encouraged to identify specific actions students should 
take to improve while motivating students to focus 
forward and take direct action on their learning. Both 
educators and students can then develop a “What’s 
next?” mentality and shift away from the “What has 
happened?” mentality. As Marshall Goldsmith, a 
business coach adopting feedforward, suggests, “We 
can change the future. We can’t change the past. 
Feedforward helps people envision and focus on a 
positive future, not a failed past” (2007). This approach 
requires educators to build and develop based on 
specific actions students should take, as opposed to 
judging past actions students took and, perhaps, failed 
at. Thus, with feedforward, educators nurture students 
to develop a builder’s mentality. 

Students build from point A (where they exist now) to 
point B (where they will exist in the future) instead of 
reflecting on where they were and what was incorrect 
about this. Specifically, in a classroom, as Hill and 
West explained, “Feed-forward refers to feedback 
given by teachers that either impacts upon an 
upcoming assignment or are given post-assignment 
with specific direction on how it can be applied to 
future assignments” (2020, p. 84). This learning 
approach relies on engagement between the educator 
and the student. The educator says, “Here are the steps 
to take to reach X goal, and here are the resources to 



110  — Phoenix Scholar™

help.” Not only does this provide students with clearer 
pathways to learning, but it also allows educators 
to make learning more individualized. Educators 
are as much an active part of the students’ learning 
experiences as the students are. 

One of the more evident uses of feedforward is 
during the assessment process. Student X submits 
an essay. Therein, the student does not include a 
thesis statement. Feedback addresses this directly: 
“Your thesis was missing.” This feedback focuses on 
what the student did not do and emphasizes that the 
student erred. With feedforward, educators encourage 
students to add more to their learning toolkits. That 
essay submission is point A. Now, the educator must 
encourage the student to step from point A to point B: 
“To write a thesis statement, start with your position 
statement.” The educator can take their time and 
guide the student in learning how to create a thesis 
statement instead of just recognizing that it was not 
there in the student’s recent submission. After all, if it 
was not there, likely, the student does not understand 
how to write one. Feedforward can provide the student 
with actions they can take to understand this more 
clearly. On a broad scale, feedforward establishes 
learning goals that students can focus on, and because 
adult learners are often self-directed, “The educator 
should only serve as a guide” (Cercone, 2008, p. 144). 
Feedforward encourages educators to be guides who 
establish clear actions and goals for students to take. It 
provides students with a forward focus after they have 
completed a specific assignment. 

However, while feedforward is often associated with 
the evaluation of work, it can also be used as a tool 
to not only guide student learning after they share 
deliverables but also to prepare students during 
the learning process. It serves as a problem-solving 
approach while also equipping students with proactive 
learning tools. For instance, a group of students 
receives a checklist of tasks they must complete for 
an assignment. This checklist provides students with 
a guide of actions they must complete fulfilling the 
assignment requirements. Perhaps, students are 
given a step-by-step guide to complete a task. This 
guide provides students with a list of actions they 
must take to fulfill the assignment. In a feedforward 
study conducted by Saeed and Mohamedali, the use 
of feedforward during the learning process proved 
beneficial. “…students said that the feedforward 
approaches equipped them with knowledge regarding 
the nature of the assignment. They had a better 

understanding of what was needed in terms of the 
assignment’s requirements” (2022, p. 12). The 
feedforward approach can be especially effective 
during the draft-revision process where the educator 
guides students’ planning and drafting processes and 
then evaluates the draft with more feedforward so that 
the students have a clear understanding of and goals 
for the finished product and the expectations thereof. 

Regardless of when feedforward is used, it naturally 
eliminates many emotional factors of learning. It 
is direct and objective and provides no room for 
subjective judgment (Dulama & Ilovan, 2015, p. 
842). Plus, feedforward is a proactive, not reactive, 
tool. The more proactive educators can be, the more 
engagement they can encourage from students. After 
all, “mature students returning to education after a 
long break, students with weak entry qualifications, 
time management issues (juggling education with 
employment and family commitments), financial 
pressures, diverse cultural backgrounds, language 
barriers, and personal issues (e.g., family problems 
and lack of confidence)” (Saeed & Mohamedali, 2022). 
Students already have much on their plates, and any 
way educators can encourage them to move forward 
can prove beneficial. Plus, it reduces challenges, as 
feedforward provides students with a list of tasks or 
learning goals that are understandable, encourages 
positive actions instead of negative reactions, and 
provides learning experiences so that students can 
evolve, regardless of their apprehension or barriers. It 
is a natural tool in the ever-evolving learning process. 
Students receive tasks, process how to complete such 
tasks (along with educator guidance and resources), 
and build. It provokes action, and to develop a depth of 
knowledge, students must act. 

While the differences between feedback and 
feedforward can be nuanced if used solely for 
evaluation purposes, feedforward encourages those 
in academia to become task-oriented and focus on 
positive behaviors throughout the entire learning 
process. As well, just as the grit and growth mindset 
so often encouraged in learning environments, 
feedforward encourages students to focus on their 
growth and learning, one task at a time. It guides 
students to focus on the next steps in the process. 
After all, such is expected in students’ personal and 
professional environments. Academia should evolve to 
mimic such environments. 
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V I D E O  S T O R I E S  &  E N G A G E M E N T

Video Clips Tell Stories to 
Online Students and Enhance 
Engagement

Chosen T. Cheng, MBA 
Faculty 
University of Phoenix

Abstract
In a changing global environment, where students 
and business employees work from home, education 
must make adaptations to teach students the skills 
necessary to compete globally. This means alternative 
methods of instruction are necessary including online 
methods. But students accustomed to the classroom 
may have challenges engaging with online methods. 
According to Malcolm Knowles’ andragogy principles 
of adult learning, adults must know why they are 
learning, and adults learn best by doing. 

 

Online Communication and 
Collaboration are Becoming a New 
Norm
The Sept 11, 2001, attack on the World Trade Center 
caused the United States (U.S.) to shut down air traffic 
for a week and since at that time paper checks had 
to be air freighted back to the originating bank to 
clear, the forced realization that moving electronic 
checks was cheaper and faster than moving paper 
checks led to the accelerated adoption of paperless 
check clearing, a major productivity gain. Similarly, 
the shutdown reaction of many governments to the 
2020 COVID-19 pandemic in the name of preserving 
public health and belatedly considering the economy 
forced many businesses to resort to remote workplace 
communication and collaboration, and that led to 
accelerated adoption of remote workplace practices 
across the board in all industries. Remote work had 

previously only been used by distributed networks of 
skilled consultants and multi-national project teams. 
It is still too early to be able to measure any boost 
in productivity of remote work in various kinds of 
workplaces, but certainly replacing many hours of 
commuting to and from the office with Zooming in 
from home to an online meeting can be said to have its 
merits. 

Working remotely, what have we learned about 
ourselves? What do current technology and emerging 
technology mean for facilitating student learning and 
communication and collaboration in the workplace? 
Adults may take online courses for academic credit 
to pursue a degree or may participate in a webinar 
for corporate training purposes. However, they 
may not know what they do not know about how to 
participate most effectively in an online learning 
process. It has been of concern for three decades or 
more that the pervasiveness of television in daily life 
affected the ability of children to think critically since 
watching television is such a passive activity (Healy, 
1990). It is of concern today that the pervasiveness 
of Internet-accessible phones with entertainment 
apps monopolizing users’ time and attention has 
affected the ability of children and adults to think 
critically (Cladis, 2020). Unlike movies which are 
consumed passively, entertainment apps are not 
passive activities. They are interactive, but they do 
not typically engage users with requirements for 
deep cognitive thinking, such as for learning. The 
potential for using Internet-based locations to do 
deep cognitive thinking is certainly present, but it 
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requires the user to be curious and strive to do critical 
thinking about matters of concern. Adults in an online 
higher education class may need to shake the habit of 
passively consuming online entertainment content 
to engage the brain cognitively. Adults in an online 
learning modality may benefit from faculty and peer 
role models that show how to gain traction with course 
material. 

 

Creating Short Video Clips
This paper builds on the Benjamin Bloom hierarchy 
of learning and the Malcolm Knowles principles of 
andragogy to attract the attention of adult learners 
using short video clips that tell a story (Conaway & 
Zorn-Arnold, 2015; Krathwold, 2002). A planned 
sequence of short videos of one to five minutes each 
can serve to attract attention, inform the learner 
about a key point, motivate the learner to consider 
the material, and activate the learner’s imagination 
for how to apply the concepts in real life. The video 
storytelling approach can be used to introduce an 
assignment and coach the learner on why and how to 
approach the assignment in the most efficient way. 
These could be considered tips and shortcuts from an 
experienced practitioner faculty member. Also, the 
short videos can be used to share the success stories 
of students and graduates (Fermanda, 2020). These 
videos would help the adult learner see the relevance 
of the material and the benefits to be gained by 
learning and then applying.

Asynchronous learning involves reading and research 
and developing a critical thinking approach to extend 
the discussion thread. Faculty posts should provide 
role models for critical thinking since faculty have 
real-life career experience. It all starts with faculty 
being willing to package their streetwise experiences 
into success-oriented video clips so that students can 
be exposed to course content being applied to real-
world situations. Telling stories around the campfire 
is a classic and memorable means of communication. 
What if we could package those campfire stories? In 
today’s online world personalized videos in a virtual 
classroom, the situation complements the written text 
and supports the learning styles of those who value 
both oral and more animated and dynamic forms of 
presentation than just written text. 

The best response I have had with engaging students 
is when I share a real-life success story from a 
former UOPX student since it shows what is possible 

if students apply their own effort to their own 
situation. Viewing and discussing such videos as a 
class activity is true engagement because it does not 
take preparation to participate, but students’ life 
experience qualifies them to contribute, and each 
student could be thinking about doing something 
similar. 

 

Conclusion 

Adults need to know why they should learn something 
and then learn by doing. There is ample anecdotal 
evidence for the value of including success stories 
in classroom communications. Talking to a faculty 
member, student, or graduate the value-add of 
the teacher providing real-world context for the 
assignments and telling stories about the successful 
application of the course materials is an easy decision. 
In today’s business world where much is done online, 
it is important to simulate being together in a virtual 
classroom. Especially for asynchronous classroom 
modalities, being able to shift time and space works 
if students are self-motivated to persist through the 
online materials. But short video clips from faculty 
that supplement the prepared text and third-party 
curriculum can be motivational and help more 
students engage. Today with free smartphones and 
Internet-based tools that all can learn to use, faculty 
and students can accomplish more with online 
learning and in the process become better and better 
at communicating and collaborating across time and 
space (Corazza et al., 2021).
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E V E N T S

Upcoming Events and Workshops

The College of Doctoral Studies offers a variety of events and workshops for students, faculty, and alumni. 
Below, you will find inforamtion for upcoming events and workshops; to access the full calendar please visit 
the Workshop Calendar on the Research Hub. All events are in the Arizona time zome, which does not observe 
daylight savings time. Feel free to reach out to us if you have an idea for a future event or workshop. 

Date Time Title & Presenter Description Details
03/18/23 9 AM 

(MST)
CDS Student Coffee 
Chat

The College of Doctoral Studies Student Coffee 
Chat (SCC) is a virtual, bi-monthly event aimed 
at fostering student success. Each session 
includes a lively discussion, with like-minded 
people, for inspiration and guidance as you 
advance within your program and beyond. 
SCC topics are announced approximately one 
month beforehand, so please visit the SCC 
page often!

Registration Via 
Google Form

03/23/23 4 PM 
(MST)

Research Designs: 
Research Problem, 
Purpose, and 
Questions for a 
Grounded Theory 
Design

Dr. Mark McCaslin

This webinar provides detailed explanations 
and examples for developing appropriate 
research problems, purposes, and questions 
for a grounded theory study. Participants may 
bring their examples to discuss.

Via Collaborate

04/06/23 4 PM 
(MST)

Research Designs: 
Research Problem, 
Purpose, and 
Questions for a Q 
Methodology Design

Dr. Stella Smith

This webinar provides detailed explanations 
and examples for developing appropriate 
research problems, purposes, and questions 
for a Q Methodology study. Participants may 
bring their examples to discuss.

Via Collaborate

https://www.phoenix.edu/research/events.html
http://forms.gle/pdmPYghrPUBNZmAy6
https://us.bbcollab.com/guest/a0d7178965324cd99e6b939a1fd2b34b
https://us.bbcollab.com/guest/a0d7178965324cd99e6b939a1fd2b34b
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Date Time Title & Presenter Description Details

04/13/23 4 PM 
(MST)

Deep Dive: APA 
Rules for Citations 
and Resources

CDS Writing 
Support Team

This session will allow students to familiarize 
themselves with some of the basic format 
requirements. This 90-minute workshop will 
highlight general guidelines students should know, 
familiarize students with effective utilization of the 
manual, and present the mechanics of some of the 
more common citation and resource formats.

Register Via 
Google Forms

Registration is 
required and 
participation 
is caped at 20.

04/20/23 4 PM 
(MST)

Research Designs

Research Problem, 
Purpose, and 
Questions 
for Casual 
Comparative (Ex 
Post Facto) Design

Dr. Frederick 
Lawrence

This webinar provides detailed explanations and 
examples for developing appropriate research 
problems, purposes, and questions for a casual 
comparative (EX Post Facto)study. Participants may 
bring their examples to discuss.

Via 
Collaborate

04/27/23 4 PM 
(MST)

Research 
Dissemination 

Developing an 
Academic Book 
Proposal

Dr. Erik Bean

This workshop focuses on how to identify an 
academic book publisher, prepare a proposal, and 
submit your work for publication consideration

Via 
Collaborate

05/11/23 4 PM 
(MST)

Deep Dive: 
Proposal and 
Dissertation 
Alignment

CDS Writing 
Support Team

Dissertation alignment is a key concept in writing 
a dissertation. Alignment must be evidenced 
throughout the proposal and final dissertation. Each 
section of the proposal is focused and consistent 
on specific content of the proposal elements. This 
workshop session will help students narrow their 
focus and develop consistency in presenting the 
Title, Problem Statement, Purpose Statement, 
and Research Questions throughout the proposal 
and dissertation. Proper alignment ensures the 
methodology is sound. Examples of alignment for 
each of the research chapters will be presented 
during the session.

Register Via 
Google Forms

Registration is 
required and 
participation 
is caped at 20.

05/18/23 9 AM 
(MST) 

UOPX Doctoral 
Graduate 
Guest Speaker: 
Dissertation of 
the Year Awardee 
Frank Druse, Ph.D. 
Nursing

Dr. Louise 
Underdahl

Disssertation Title: 

The Lived Experiences of New Graduate Nurses 
During the COVD-19 Pandemic: A Phenomenological 
Study

Chair: Anne Brett, Ph.D., Committee members: 
Susan Steele-Moses, DNS, Charlene Romer, Ph.D.  

Join this webinar to learn about the doctoral journey 
of the speaker and how the doctoral degree from 
UOPX impacted the career development of the 
speaker.

Via Microsoft 
Teams

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdUdOk5zF-w9odkKcGgX9hZ8lhlhNFRfD3aJuYs051mnn6Ojg/viewform
https://us.bbcollab.com/guest/a0d7178965324cd99e6b939a1fd2b34b
https://us.bbcollab.com/guest/a0d7178965324cd99e6b939a1fd2b34b
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdUdOk5zF-w9odkKcGgX9hZ8lhlhNFRfD3aJuYs051mnn6Ojg/viewform
https://teams.microsoft.com/l/meetup-join/19%3ameeting_MjNkMTYxZGItZDQwYy00YWY2LTgzZDMtMDU4NGUwNDZlMWJm%40thread.v2/0?context=%7b%22Tid%22%3a%22b117deab-c106-4162-af4d-5546e79c6a0c%22%2c%22Oid%22%3a%220a106318-39de-4104-b3b8-cf85a444aa65%22%7d 
https://teams.microsoft.com/l/meetup-join/19%3ameeting_MjNkMTYxZGItZDQwYy00YWY2LTgzZDMtMDU4NGUwNDZlMWJm%40thread.v2/0?context=%7b%22Tid%22%3a%22b117deab-c106-4162-af4d-5546e79c6a0c%22%2c%22Oid%22%3a%220a106318-39de-4104-b3b8-cf85a444aa65%22%7d 
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Date Time Title & Presenter Description Details
05/20/23 9 AM 

(MST)
CDS Student Coffee 
Chat

The College of Doctoral Studies Student Coffee 
Chat (SCC) is a virtual, bi-monthly event aimed at 
fostering student success. Each session includes 
a lively discussion, with like-minded people, 
for inspiration and guidance as you advance 
within your program and beyond. SCC topics are 
announced approximately one month beforehand, 
so please visit the SCC page often!

Registration 
Via Google 
Form

05/25/23 4 PM 
(MST)

Research Design 

An Introduction 
to PsyToolkit: A 
Survey Instrument 
Resource

Dr. Rodney Luster

Join this webinar for an overview PsyToolkit a free 
tool where you can create surveys, experiments and 
aggregate data.

Via 
Collaborate

06/08/23 4 PM 
(MST)

Research Design

Research Problem, 
Purpose, and 
Questions for an 
Action Research 

Dr. Mansureh 
Kebritchi

This webinar provides detailed explanations and 
examples for developing appropriate research 
problems, purposes, and questions for action 
research. Participants may bring their examples to 
discuss.

Via 
Collaborate

06/15/23 4 PM 
(MST)

Research 
Dissemination

How to Self-Publish 
an Academic Book

Dr. Erik Bean

This workshop demonstrates the various steps, 
costs, and purposes for self-publishing a book as 
well as tips on marketing it.

Via 
Collaborate

07/13/23 9 AM 
(MST) 

Research Designs

Research Problem, 
Purpose, and 
Questions for a 
Repeated Measure 
Design

Dr. Frederick 
Lawrence

This webinar provides detailed explanations and 
examples for developing appropriate research 
problems, purposes, and questions for a repeated 
measure study. Participants may bring their 
examples to discuss.

Via 
Collaborate

07/27/23 4 PM 
(MST)

Research Designs

Research Problem, 
Purpose, and 
Questions for a 
Phenomenology 
Design

Dr. Karen Johnson

This webinar provides detailed explanations 
and examples for developing appropriate 
research problems, purposes, and questions for a 
phenomenology study. Participants may bring their 
examples to discuss.

Via 
Collaborate

http://forms.gle/pdmPYghrPUBNZmAy6
http://forms.gle/pdmPYghrPUBNZmAy6
https://us.bbcollab.com/guest/a0d7178965324cd99e6b939a1fd2b34b
https://us.bbcollab.com/guest/a0d7178965324cd99e6b939a1fd2b34b
https://us.bbcollab.com/guest/a0d7178965324cd99e6b939a1fd2b34b
https://us.bbcollab.com/guest/a0d7178965324cd99e6b939a1fd2b34b
https://us.bbcollab.com/guest/a0d7178965324cd99e6b939a1fd2b34b
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Date Time Title & Presenter Description Details
08/03/23 4 PM 

(MST)
Research Designs

Research Problem, 
Purpose, and 
Questions for a 
Regression Design

Dr. Frederick 
Lawrence

This webinar provides detailed explanations and 
examples for developing appropriate research 
problems, purposes, and questions for a regression 
study. Participants may bring their examples to 
discuss.

Via 
Collaborate

05/25/23 4 PM 
(MST)

UOPX Doctoral 
Graduate 
Guest Speaker: 
Dissertation of the 
Year Awardee Lee 
Ann Wright Smith, 
DHA

Dr. Louise 
Underdahl

Disssertation Title: 

A Qualitative Multi-Case Study of Nurses: 
Perceptions and Experiences with Point of Use 
Supply Automation

Chair: Cheryl Anderson, Ph.D., Committee 
members: Rebecca Back-Little, Ph.D., James 
Connelly, Ph.D.   

Join this webinar to learn about the doctoral journey 
of the speaker and how the doctoral degree from 
UOPX impacted the career development of the 
speaker. 

Via 
Collaborate

https://us.bbcollab.com/guest/a0d7178965324cd99e6b939a1fd2b34b
https://us.bbcollab.com/guest/a0d7178965324cd99e6b939a1fd2b34b
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