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Abstract 
E-learning offers many ways to partake in distance studies by overcoming obstacles such as 

physical localization or breaking existing social bonds. Having a higher education also gives 

greater opportunities both when it comes to employment as well as self-fulfillment. At the 

same time, e-learning comes with its own challenges both from the viewpoint of instructor as 

well as learner. Challenges that may be the reason for higher dropout rates compared to 

campus studies. Even though technology itself is crucial, actually making use of it in an 

efficient and suitable way as well as planning courses with e-learning in mind is even more 

important. In this thesis, motivation, communication and collaboration are used as the 

foundation for researching how e-learning can be facilitated. Theory presented states that 

there are several dimensions that needs to be kept in mind if learning is to be facilitated. Any 

course must be set up in such a way that all learners, no matter physical localization, are 

involved. This included both during lectures as well as any kind of examination. The learner 

also needs to have proper technology available, technology that both supports communication 

as well as collaboration. Through these tools, communities can be built in which learning can 

be enhanced. To investigate this, a qualitative method, consisting of interviews with distance 

students, were conducted. The results shows that technology were used extensively, both for 

planning as well as exchanging information. Having proper and clear instructions, both 

written and orally, was needed. Being able to participate was seen as one of the more crucial 

factors, both for learning and forming communities. It was also showed that the informants 

used the tools available not only to increase learning between each other, but also to form 

bonds over a longer period of time. Non-task communication enhanced the feeling of being 

part of something greater. Something which in turn increased collaboration and the perceived 

learning. Social media was the most used tool for planning and executing tasks within a 

course. It is concluded that to facilitate learning in an e-learning environment, there needs to 

be more than just proper instructions. There needs to be relevant information given in such a 

way to uphold the learners’ attention. There also needs to be a focus on collaboration over 

time, involving both instructors and learners. Beyond this, there needs to be tools available for 

the learners to form bonds, communities, between each other to facilitate learning and 

motivation. Through this, a true community of inquiry might be possible. 
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1 Introduction  
This chapter gives a brief overview of previous findings regarding issues in e-learning and 

collaboration online, leading to a summary of the proposed research question with its 

associated methodological and theoretical setup 

 

1.1 Introduction and Research Setting  
Most people wants to be successful, in one way or another. One way of achieving success is 

having a job that feels challenging, rewarding as well as well paid. Having a higher education 

is one way of achieve said goal and have a large impact on the lives of many. Choosing a 

particular course or programme to apply to is not an easy choice, a choice that in the long run 

will influence that person’s life both professionally, socially and personally. Things such as 

income, self-fulfillment and professional satisfaction are affected. Statistics from Statistics 

Sweden shows that monthly income can deviate from three to thirteen thousand Swedish 

crowns when comparing have and have not regarding higher education (SCB 2014). At the 

same time, actually conducting and completing studies is not an easy task since it requires 

both time, money and personal investment to achieve. Seeing that we spend a large amount of 

our time at work, choosing an education that suits oneself as a person is crucial. Things such 

as family, social life and physical restraints effects where and how one can gain a higher 

education.  

 

One way of holding on to things such as work and social relations is partaking in distance 

studies. Something that has grown increasingly more popular since the introduction of online 

courses since the middle of the 1990’s. In 2006, Sun et al estimated the e-learning market to 

have a growth rate of 35,6%, a growth rate which has likely increased since then through the 

introduction of better information technology as well as technology acceptance among the 

general population (Sun et al 2006). The increasing amount of students who wish to partake in 

online courses, as well as universities also providing these, puts a certain strain on the 

universities to provide good conditions for the students to undergo and complete their courses. 

There needs to be well-established pedagogical methods and suitable information technology 

to support the students.  

 

Partaking in distance studies is not an easy task, especially not when taking a full programme 

which may last over several years. Even when it comes to single courses statistics made by 

Statistics Sweden in 2013 show that the completion rate for distance students is approximately 

60%, compared to 80% for campus students. At the same time, 90% of those distance students 

who did finish their courses were happy with the course outcome. The reported reason for 

undertaking distance courses where in most cases related to having commitments such as 

family, work or just a general situation in life. It is not farfetched to assume that the low 

completion rate could be related to these three factors, but factors such as lack of 

communication and competition and examination anxiety may be a cause. (SCB 2013) 

 

There are several areas of interest that have been developed regarding distance education and 

learning over the last century. The emergency of better information technology has facilitated 

this change even more. Areas such as e-learning, computer supportive work, social presence, 

flipped classroom and blended learning are all examples of these. E-learning means any use of 

information technology to inform and support an online learning environment. This ranges 

from the use of e-mail and text chat to the use of voice- and face-to-face technologies. Sun et 

al (2006) acknowledges that even though e-learning is growing rapidly, there are still 

challenges that must be overcome. Dimensions such as learners, instructors, courses, 

technology, design and environment are proposed as possible research areas that might 
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influence whether a student fails or not. They also mean that there should not be a focus on 

the technology itself, even though it might facilitate learning, but we should focus on those 

actually involved in the learning situation. The technology enables fruitful interaction, but it is 

not the deciding factor of success. An e-learners attitude towards and experience of 

technology goes in tandem with the instructors attitude and experience as well as the 

timeliness of her responses. The quality of the technology as well has its usability impacts 

how well learners are able to receive important information regarding courses. Spanning these 

aforementioned areas, we have the environment. How the educator mix different methods of 

teaching as well as actually interacting with students. Understanding and making use of these 

dimensions leads to increased learner satisfaction. (Sun et al 2006) 

 

According to John Keller and Suzuki Kausuaki (2004), one crucial aspect to learning, in any 

environment, is motivation. This is as crucial to the instructor as well as the learner. The 

instructor must have a clear understanding of how to motivate her learners and provide means 

to facilitate learning, pedagogy or use of suitable technology. They mean that technology 

might offer different innovative ways of facilitate learning, but technology itself is not a 

crucial factor for success in the online classrooms. Technology and its novelty will wear off, 

whereas the relation between instructors and learners as well as between learners plays a more 

important part. Five areas of impact are proposed; attention, relevance, confidence, 

satisfaction and volition. The proposed audience must be willing to partake in any learning 

situation. This ranges from under to hyper stimulated. At the same time, the learners much 

feel that the information given is relevant, which may affect the attention levels. The learners 

much also feel challenged at an appropriate level. If learners find the course too easy or too 

hard, their motivation will be affected. The fourth factor, satisfaction, relates to learners 

expectations of a course. The learner might be inclined to dislike the course, no matter how 

well it is taught, or she might have too high expectations of what will come out of it. The last 

factor, volition, brings up the need to understand the learners will to achieve the learning 

requirements. If the volition is weak, the student will not know how to set up a study plan to 

complete the course and get demotivated. All of these five areas are seen as potential sources 

for arising problems when it comes to motivating students. (Keller & Katsuaki 2004) 

 

As has been outlined above, one key aspect of successful online learning is collaborating. 

Either between learners or between learners and instructors. One of the most important areas 

regarding this is computer supportive collaborative work (CSCW), described by Beaudouin-

Lefon (1999). CSCW is a multi-disciplinary field, which consists of research regarding how 

we, as humans, interact with and through information technology. Seeing how transparent and 

crucial technology is in today’s society, this field has grown increasingly popular. If 

collaboration is to be achieved, there must be appropriate technology, but also a good 

understanding of the participants experience and attitude towards this technology. Many 

information systems are designed from the single users’ point of view, but group work is 

usually never considered. To achieve successful collaboration we need to be able to 

communicate and meet each other through technology as well as share information between 

each other. We also need to coordinate our work processes with each other. (Beaudouin-Lafon 

1999) 

 

In relation to e-learning, a branch of CSCW, has become increasingly impactful; computer 

supportive collaborative learning (CSCL). Jeong Heisawn and Cindy Hmelo-Silver (2016) 

proposes seven key factors, affordances, where collaboration and enhance e-learning. They 

propose a non-technology driven approach, which shows how technology can enhance 

collaboration. Collaborative learning is defined as a group of people working together with a 
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common goal in mind and involves synchronous and asynchronous collaboration and 

communication. There is a distinction between collaboration, i.e., working together, and 

collaboration, i.e., dividing of tasks for individual completion. Collaboration and cooperation 

can be enhanced through affordances, which means that different technologies can be used by 

different individuals or groups based on the present needs of said individual or group.  It is 

also explicitly implied that collaboration leads to greater learning for the participants. For 

collaboration to occur, there needs to be tasks that allow this. This might seem self-evident, 

but many courses have a focus on single learners results, not the group of learners. These 

tasks needs to have a complexity, which invites to meaningful discussion. Simple instructions 

to collaborate is not enough to promote collaboration. The technology used should also be as 

simple as possible as not to add additional cognitive load. Focus on synchronous and recurrent 

communication is a key aspect, both between students and the student and educators. The 

processes that are involved in the communication should lead to something productive, 

something that gives the student a sense of fulfilment and worth. Several issues are put 

forward which could reduce and diminish the value of collaboration. If the technology does 

not permit the sharing of information (such as documents, chat or voice) there is no basic 

premise to even get started. Beyond that there must also be a learning environment in which 

the student are encouraged to partake in discussions and collaborative tasks. This also 

explicitly implies the instructor’s role as both being a participant as well as being sensitive to 

each learners’ thoughts and arguments. The tasks should not have the single learner in mind, 

but the group as a whole. The instructor must also provide means for the learners, through the 

technology, to find and build groups and communities. (Jeong et al 2016) 

 

Social presence is an important part of e-learning. Having the feeling of being part of a 

community is said to increase motivation by enabling learners to meet and exchange 

information and experiences. Factors such as intimacy and immediacy as well as 

communication, interactivity and privacy are important factors that influence social presence. 

A low social presence may lead to higher dropout rates (Cui et al 2013). Forming groups also 

helps shaping a group identity, which in turns leads deeper future relations within a group or 

people. Social constructions is a vital part of any learning environment (Greenhow et al 

2009).  

 

Concluding from the above. Distance education in general, and e-learning in particular, has 

grown ever more attractive, but is distinguished from campus studies by its high drop out rate. 

There is a need to understand how learners, instructors, information technology and the 

learning environment work in tandem with each other. Motivation, collaboration and social 

presence are key aspects to understand how to make full use of the technology and pedagogy 

available. 

 

1.2 Purpose Statement and Research Question 
The purpose of this thesis is to investigate how distance learners perceive their current 

participation, motivation and collaboration in e-learning courses. Qualitative methods based 

on previous research regarding these areas will give a contribution towards understanding of 

how to best make use of information technology available and facilitate learning. This could 

in the end lead to a decrease of dropout rates and well as better student performance. From 

this purpose, the following research question is proposed: 

 

What are the key factors to facilitate motivation and collaboration among distance students in 

an online learning environment? 
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To answer this research question a qualitative study will be conducted. By gaining a 

theoretical understanding of previous research regarding e-learning, social presence, 

motivation and collaboration, a framework for applying the theoretical concepts will be 

constructed and presented. The content of this will be the basis for consecutive interviews 

with learners who are participating in distance courses. The aim is to understand and, if 

possible, support the areas presented in the framework to show which areas the learners 

perceive as having the highest impact on their performance. This will results in a revised 

framework, which shows which areas, are the most influential when it comes to student 

performance in e-learning. Through this framework, the research question will be answered. 

 

1.3 Scope and Limitations 
The focus on this study is understanding how distance students perceive their current learning 

situation in general, but from the viewpoints of motivation, e-learning and collaboration in 

particular. Students as a group is largely heterogeneous and there might be large difference 

between different universities, faculties with in each university but also between individual 

educational programmes. This study focuses only on distance students taking bachelors 

programme in interaction design at Linnaeus university in Sweden and on the methods and 

technologies used in this particular programme. 

  

1.4 Thesis Organization 
The thesis will start with the chapter review of literature giving a deeper explanation of the 

areas of interest involved. These include e-learning, social presence, blended learning, 

motivation and computer supported collaborative learning. This chapter is concluded with the 

presentation of a theoretical framework which shows how each theoretical part is related to 

each other. Following this chapter is research methodology, which explains the scientific 

viewpoint of the author as well has how the study was conducted. The results of these are 

presented in the chapter empirical findings. The implications, answering of the research 

question as well as methodological considerations is presented in the last chapter, discussion 

and conclusion. 
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2 Review of the Literature 
In this chapter a review of literature regarding e-learning and computer supported 

collaborative work will be presented. The chapter is concluded with a figure outlining how 

the different theoretical concepts relates to each, which shows how e-learning and CSCW 

could be utilized to explain how motivation can be achieved in online learning environments. 

 

2.1 E-learning 
According to Al-Qahtani and Higgins (2013) there has been an information technology (IT) 

revolution that has spread rapidly over the last decade. New technology gives rise to new 

means to communicate as well as collaborate. The increase of availability of technology also 

provides new ways for organizations to provide income and business opportunities. One such 

area is online education, or e-learning. Through the use of IT there are opportunities to 

provide students with information, instructions as well as lectures with disregard to physical 

location. Better IT infrastructure also provides ways to use richer media, such as face to face 

communication in real time. A key part in this equation is distance learning. Through distance 

education the limitations of physical and even political restraints can be overcome. The aim of 

the area of e-learning is to investigate how to conduct and motivate learning in the best 

possible way given the technology available. This includes online learning platforms, 

education practices (pedagogy), use of interactive technology and understanding the students’ 

perspective. Key advantages are individualization, synchronous learning, information 

accessibility, cost efficiency and communication opportunities. The content can be shaped to 

suit individual student needs while the educator may communicate with the student in real 

time using rich media such as face to face communication. This can in turn be paired with 

asynchronous communication such as forums or e-mail to facilitate the ability to ask questions 

and allowing each individual involved in a course to take each step in their own time. In 

contrast, disadvantages to e-learning can be a feeling of isolation from the students point of 

view, which implies that there has to be incentive as well as technological possibilities to 

form social groups or communities. Explanations could also become harder through 

asynchronous communication such as text chats or e-mail. (Al-Qahtani et al 2013). 

 

Pei-Chen Sun et al (2006) conducted a survey inquiry regarding six different dimensions that 

could influence successful e-learning: 

 Learner dimension: The learners attitude towards and experience with computers and 

whether this resulted in a self-efficacy or computer anxiety. Someone without prior 

experience to using IT in general, or IT in a learning situation in particular, might 

experience anxiety and thus be at an advantage when taking online courses. 

 Instructor dimension: The instructors’ ability to respond in a timely manner as well as 

her attitude towards using information technology. An instructor that does not want to 

use, or lack experience of, IT will also feel anxiety towards using this in his/her 

courses and thus also have a slower rate of reply or make less use of technology 

available. 

 Course dimension: Determines whether a learner has any flexibility when it comes to 

completing assignments in a course as well as whether the educator in tandem with 

technology can provide high quality material. 

 Technology dimension: Takes into account things such as internet quality (speed and 

band width) as well as the quality of the technology used such as learning platforms or 

the ability to distribute different kinds of material. 
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 Design dimension: An offspring from the technology dimension above. To which 

degree is there a high grade of usability of the technology being used and do the 

learners sees the content provided as useful and easy to use. 

 Environmental dimension: Which methods are used in teaching and are different 

methods used to provide insight in different ways to areas in a course. This also 

includes the learners’ perceived interaction with other students as well as educators. 

 

These six dimensions above lead to a summary of factors that might contribute to how an e-

learner sees their participation in a course as being satisfactory or not. 

 

There have been several theoretical areas proposed to make the most out of the above 

mentioned possibilities as well as overcoming the disadvantages. These are social presence, 

blended learning and motivation. 

  

2.1.1 Social presence online 

Cui et al (2013) states that online teaching is been growing rapidly during the last ten years. 

Not only due to it being cost efficient, but also as it provides both lecturers and student with 

unique opportunities to enrich and exchange information. Social presence is stated as a key 

aspect as it can be both the cause of failure, higher dropout, and success, low drop-out rate as 

well as an greater education experience. Social presence is about whether we perceive 

ourselves as being real or being there, either physically or mentally. Digital technology shifts 

this definition further since it alters the needs for physical localization. The technology and its 

richness serves as a means to how many different channels we can use to communicate, which 

in turn also affects how related we can perceive ourselves as being to other people. A high 

degree of social presence will also improve the perceived social context and creating a social 

climate in which one wishes to take part. This is what is called the community of inquiry. (Cui 

et al 2013) 

 

Eunmo Sung (2013) and his colleague Richard Mayer expand upon the concept of social 

presence in online education. They state that both the medium and the user’s perception are 

important aspect to feeling as being part of an online community. Intimacy and immediacy are 

two key factors that are promoted as affecting cognitive learning. Social context, online 

communication, interactivity and privacy are put forward as possible ways to view what 

constitutes a successful online learning environment. To assess these one can, according to the 

writers, categorize different areas of social presence. These are (Sung et al 2013): 

- Affective indicators, expression of emotion or feelings 

- Interactive indicators, whether someone is actually interacting with you or not 

- Cohesive indicators, activities that build and sustain a sense of group commitment 

 

These three indicators are investigated in a case study where 612 undergraduate students from 

two online universities in South Korea were involved. Five important areas are put forward as 

a result of this study (Sung et al 2013): 

- There needs to be a mutual sense of respect between both instructors and learners 

- Personal information must be shared to build social relationships 

- There needs to be an open atmosphere where fruitful communication can take place 

- Each person involved must be able to identify each other 

- Personal stories and experiences must be shared 
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Sung et al’s study shows quite a few interesting factors that could be studied further if one is 

to understand how to improve how one chooses to conduct distance education. 

 

Greenhow et al (2009) conducted a qualitative study to investigate social presence regarding 

learning. Their focus was to examine ways in which young people of high school age (high 

school) experienced a potential link between their private doing and their learning at school in 

their use of social networking sites. The advantage of social networking sites is considered 

that they help to highlight social networks, and provides a greater social presence and with a 

higher degree of social accessibility between friends and acquaintances. It is argued in the 

article that the more media-oriented and interactive elements in the learning environment will 

also increase the performance rate. The possibility of spontaneous and unplanned interaction 

is highlighted as increasing the feeling of immediacy of the user. One of the main functions 

when using social networking sites is to form and develop identity, both online and off-line. 

Identity here meaning that through various means going through several trials during 

childhood, which leads to human values and reassess their worldview, their ideals and their 

properties in consultation with other people. Not least, it also contributes to the higher degree 

of immediacy experienced with other people online that older people continue to share their 

knowledge and experiences, and faster changing in relation to how much one is exposed to 

social interaction. Identity creation is thus an ongoing process, but decreases increasingly with 

age, mostly due to decreased exposure, but also due to one coming into adulthood and 

forming a constant and coherent self-image. Identity creation goes from adaptation to the 

environment to position and inflexibility in change of behaviour. The study, which was based 

on semi-structured interviews, thinking aloud techniques and content analysis of interactions, 

shows that the participating youths experiences it as easier to perform identity shaping 

activities on sites that had a high degree of dynamic and interactive content. . Those who were 

most active also stated that they would like to use similar media, in schools, even if they have 

not previously thought about this. However, it is still perceived to be a difference between the 

social constructions of a learning environment than what was done privately on e.g. Myspace. 

Another interesting aspect is that many chose to limit others' access to their information 

online, which may show an increased awareness of online risks. Swift, positive and 

continuous feedback was also reported as a factor increasing the frequency of online activity.  

(Greenhow et al 2009) 

 

McInnerney et al (2004) provides an additional view of how distance education can be 

influenced with a focus on the importance of creating online social community to reduce risk 

of feeling left out. They argue that social interaction between students and teachers plays a 

major role in reducing the feeling of solitude and the accompanying frustration that can arise 

for those who read remotely. The feeling of being isolated bases itself not only in 

geographical distance but also factors such as computer literacy, technical problems and 

reduce the chances of creating social ties play. Distance students need access and 

opportunities for social interaction that the lecturers give. This also helps creating a sense of 

fellowship. By also allowing the student to show himself publicly and exchange information 

amplifies this band. This should also be complemented with reliable technology for spreading 

information, but mostly technology that allows quick communication over several channels. 

Synchronous communication is something that is strongly advocated since it increases the 

sense of direct immediacy of communication. Six areas that a teacher should focus on are 

identified. (McInnerney et al 2004) 

 

- Understanding: Keep explanations simple to minimize confusion 
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- Common Grounds: One should stick to the guidelines and topics that the course touches to 

simplify understanding 

- Perception: Teachers must understand that the students are beginners 

- Attention: Teachers have to have an understanding that many students will find it difficult to 

assimilate new concepts early 

- Assertiveness: The teacher should show confidence and not arrogance in their teaching 

- Clarity: The teacher should keep the instructions as simple as possible 

 

By ensuring that these six points are followed at all stages of education McInnerney et al 

mean will give rise to better conditions to reduce stress and feelings of loneliness of the 

distance students. (McInnerney et al 2004) 

 

Even Janet Morahan-Martin and Phyllis Schumacher (2003) are on the same track as 

McInnerney et al above. However, they have a slightly different approach in their article 

where they rather focus on what distinguishes solitary people's online activities. Along with 

McInnerney et al´s article above, these two articles together help to pinpoint what 

distinguishes those who feel lonely online and what is required for this solitude should not 

arise. Although just social interaction is something that characterizes the description of the 

Internet today, Morahan-Martin et al say that accessibility and anonymity of the Internet 

allow more lonely people also find their way there. Through the Internet, you can escape an 

everyday situation which could otherwise be seen as frightening or otherwise annoying. It’s 

even said that there is a common notion that the Internet use can cause loneliness. A 

loneliness that result in isolation from the real world. Something that is the basis for the study 

was made. But does it really? The authors believe that this is not the case. The Internet offers 

a wide range of opportunities for social interaction while anonymity to offer a protection, 

grounded in a fear of being exposed to other people. However, what is especially interesting is 

that their study showed a difference in Internet use between those assessed as lonely or not 

lonely. Those deemed alone used the internet and e-mail to a higher degree to get emotional 

support. They also felt that they had an easier time finding friends online than outside the 

door. Those who were not seen as alone used the internet more to relax, as recreation. Those 

classified as alone had a richer social life through the use of the Internet, compared to if they 

had not. Internet usage thus had a positive impact on their social life. (Morahan-Martin 2003) 

 

2.1.2 Blended learning 

According to Garrison et al (2004), learning environments in higher education is transforming 

due to an increasingly electronic world. This transformation stems from the ability to “be 

together” even though there might be several physical locations involved. One important 

aspect of this transformation is how to connect to each other while only being situation bound, 

not physically. In blended learning, we mix face-to-face and asynchronous teaching methods 

in an effort to increase the performance. This is what blended learning is about. By combining 

both face-to-face and information technology, we create an enhanced classroom, which stands 

in contrast to traditional online only or classroom only courses. The teaching situation 

enhances situations where there is a need for a community of inquiry. A situation where the 

coherent community of students and teachers work together by providing and exchanging 

information. Information that might be given both synchronous and asynchronous. Without 

building this sort of community, one cannot achieve a proper learning environment online. 

The areas involved informing this sort of community are cognitive, social and teaching 

presence. If a student feels as being part of something bigger, there is also a bigger incitement 

to achieve more and, thus, increasing the workload one puts in. Garrison et al talks about 
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educational experience as being the sum of these areas. Blended learning also increases the 

amount of reflecting and socializing behaviours in regards to e-learning. (Garrison et al 2004)  

 

Blended learning and online training have also been raised by Arbaugh et al in an article from 

2009. The study identifies several areas where research has been conducted in terms of 

blended learning in higher education. One notes that both teachers and students experience a 

higher learning level by introducing an Internet-based medium. The constant availability of 

information improved learning in that it was possible to go back and look at the basic 

information and more time could be devoted to discuss and reflect. By already be online and 

using the Internet also increased the availability of materials when something needed to be 

checked. It also appears in the article that a longer exposure of the technology also increased 

the understanding and the benefit of knowledge. The article also shows how the frequency of 

Internet access to a learning management increased learning. The students who had a high 

visitor frequency on the learning platform also showed better results, while the students who 

were considered to have a positive attitude were also more active in discussion forums or 

other Internet-based media through which the courses were given. This could indicate that 

social skills also play into how well you can take in and use remote tools. A shorter study of 

the gender ratio also showed that more women than men were more active, but there was not 

much difference in the final grade in the course. Other studies also confirmed the positive 

attitude to the internet as a learning platform where students showed a positive attitude also 

got higher scores while those who had a negative attitude underperformed. (Arbaugh et al 

2009) 

 

Most of the articles Arbaugh et all identified were not possible to categorize in a specific 

subject area, but fell under the concept of interdisciplinary studies. These articles were often 

based on qualitative methods, and also resulted in more variable results. Some success factors 

mentioned include: 

 

- Personalization of the learning platform and profiles 

- The importance of being able to form online communities and supporting social interaction 

- What makes up a particular group of students 

 

However, these studies are often more of the case study-type, which also means that it can be 

difficult to interpret and generalize the results between the different studies. However, one can 

see a trend towards creating a personalized learning environment with many opportunities for 

social interaction between students and teachers. An interaction that increases learning 

through collaboration and analysing others work as well as letting the lecturer gain a better 

understanding of each student. Arbaugh et al suggests that one should focus on the 

interdisciplinary nature of the study of blended learning and online training to cover a larger 

area. This also means that more research is needed between disciplines, with the cooperation, 

exchange of courses, conferences and seminars as a catalyst. (Arbaugh et al 2009) 

 

I believe that blended learning could prove a fruitful addition to examining, analysing and 

understanding different ways of conducting courses in relation to both lecturers, students as 

well as the technology involved. It also seems to me that social presence could be a key factor 

of investigation since collaboration and being online are factors that are brought up. 

Communicating and socialising online have become more common. An area that will be 

brought up below. 

 

 



- 10 - 

 

 

 

 

2.1.3 Motivation 

John Keller and Katsuaki Suzuki (Keller & Katsuaki 2004) proposes that motivation and e-

learning go hand in hand. Their definition of e-learning goes largely in hand with previous 

writers. It refers to any learning environment where one makes use of information technology 

to distribute and share information, be it documents, instructions or lectures, both 

asynchronous and synchronous. They state that drop-out rates tend to be higher when it comes 

to distance courses, but that courses that have instructor led seminars or experiments in virtual 

environments are an exception to this. There are several challenges to e-learning, which has 

been stated in earlier subchapters, but the problem is how do deal with them. Keller and 

Katsuakis’ proposed solution to this is the ARCS model. ARCS in an acronym for attention, 

relevance, confidence and satisfaction. These are visualized in the figure below:  

 

 
 

Figure 1. Motivational Model (free from Keller & Katsuaki 2004) 

 

All four of these areas are important for a lecturer to keep students focused and motivated, 

something which is extra important when it comes to distance education. To keep the 

attention of a student the lecturer must present information in such a way that it leads to 

curiosity. This is done both including variability in teaching techniques as well has mixing 

being concrete with interesting examples and humour (where appropriate). Urging students to 

participate in lectures also increases the attention span. (Keller & Katsuaki 2004) 

 

Relevance shows the importance of having updated material and presenting it in such a way 

that the students can evaluate it as being both worth taking in right now, but also see how it 

will make a difference long term. Connecting lecture material to the future work assignments 

or connecting it to things that are close to the students everyday life is one way of achieving 

this. These kinds of lectures becomes what is known as “authentic” learning experiences. 

Something that has a close connection to the real world in one way or the other. (Keller & 

Katsuaki 2004) 
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The third condition, confidence is the lecturers way of appraising and giving constructive 

feedback. This show the students what parts that they do comprehend, but also how they can 

reach an even higher understanding through further studies. By having clear learning 

requirements and positive and constructive feedback the student gains confidence in their own 

knowledge and abilities. (Keller & Katsuaki 2004) 

 

Last is satisfaction, which is the outcome if the first three are met. A learner, student, who is 

supported through updated and relevant lectures in such a way that they can be attentive 

through a course as well as being challenged in a positive and constructive way, will also feel 

satisfaction regarding their learning situation and feel confident towards the future. A well 

built up confidence also makes the students having a positive attitude towards upcoming 

courses as well as their upcoming professional lives. (Keller & Katsuaki 2004) 

 

To achieve all four conditions a ten stage design plan is proposed. This design plan 

illuminates different important possible points of intervention when planning and evaluating a 

course. These are: 

1 Obtain course information 

2 Obtain audience information 

3 Analyze audience 

4 Analyze existing materials 

5 List objectives and assessments 

6 List potential tactics 

7 Select and design tactics 

8 Integrate with instruction 

9 Select and develop materials 

10 Evaluate and revise 

 

After having received information about a course such as course plan, previous evaluations 

and information regarding used information technology, the educator investigates his/her 

audience. This is to get a clear picture of which experience and knowledge the student have 

from earlier courses. This is done by talking to both earlier and current students. Through this 

information the educator can root out the potential problems and brainstorm about which 

methods should be used to avoid said problems. This includes how to conduct lectures, how to 

give instructions and but also how to exam different parts of the course. . The aim is to gain a 

diversity and to fill the first objectives mentioned above; attention and relevance. After 

deciding which tactics to use, these are planned and prepared for in the upcoming course. 

Already existing instructions are updated. After the course, and before the course is given 

again, the outcome is evaluated and the course material is revised if needed. This method was 

tested by Chyung et al and resulted in a decreased drop-out rate from 44 to 22%. 

Understanding the four objectives and devising ways to evaluate and revise educational 

material is thus, according to Keller et al, essential when creating motivation in online 

courses. (Keller & Katsuaki 2004). 

 

2.2 Computer supported collaborative work 
One of the above mentioned ways to create a motivational learning environment is to supply 

the student with ways to interact and collaborate with each other as well as their lecturers. 

This is one piece of the puzzle that is blended learning and creating motivation.  Computer 

supported collaborative work (CSCW) is an area that emphasizes the need for understanding 

how users perceive themselves, other and the technology in relation to the actual existing 

technology. By knowing how users think regarding a specific technology in a specific context, 
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we can also learn to utilize that technology to better suit the needs of both lecturers and 

students. To understand how CSCW relates to e-learning there must be a definition and 

explanation of collaboration as an activity as well as the aforementioned subcategory of 

CSCW, computer supported collaborative learning. 

 

2.2.1 Collaboration 

Collaborative systems is defined by Kvan as digital tools that facilitate collaboration between 

designers in particular, and users of said systems in general. There needs to be an 

understanding regarding not only what technology can do, but also how participants share 

information and data between each other. Kvan defines and distinguishes between different 

kinds of activities. Collaborative activities are important to acknowledge when developing 

new technology given the extensive infrastructure that are present today. Included are 

computer systems that let users use and design sharing a common working place. The main 

problem is usually in the interaction of the system. We share not only data but also our views 

and beliefs around this data. Cooperation is controlled by time, place and assignment. At the 

same time, the success of a group can be assessed through looking at how group members 

collaborate with each other. Whether the results enhance each other as well as the group 

member’s belief in an improved working order. Cooperation is characterized by informal 

relations which exist aside from the defined assignment, structure and working load. 

Coordination might be a better term we need to distinguish between collaborative and 

cooperative. Cooperating means that each person works individually, but in the same team, 

while collaborating means that we work together.  Collaboration is more crucial than 

cooperation. (Kvan 2000) 

 

Collaboration involves working together over a period of time. Even though most teams see 

their work as something co-created, it is actually the sum of several individual team members 

work put together. Short intervals between communication between team members determine 

whether the result is seen as a collaboration or cooperation. Shorter time spans lead to a 

feeling of collaboration. Three kinds of collaboration are proposed; mutual, exclusive and 

dictator collaboration. Dictator collaboration consists of one person making all decisions and 

distributes assignments to the other team member(s). This is something one could call “false 

collaboration” since there is not a mutual agreement on how the work is being divided. 

Excusive collaboration is when individual participants work alongside each other with 

different tasks. Mutual collaboration is a state where all team members work together and are 

immersed in their work together. It is suggested that exclusive collaboration yields the highest 

results, mostly due to each team member having different areas of expertise. Team with a 

mutual agreement of how work is conducted and where there is sufficient technology to 

support this work is proposed to be key to success. (Kvan 2000) 

 

2.2.2 Computer supported collaborative learning 

Jeroen Janssen and Daniel Bodemer investigate the notion of awareness in relation to 

computer supported collaborative learning (CSCL). Their experience was that a combination 

of information and communication technology and small group teachings was one factor for 

effective, efficient and enjoyable collaborative learning. Successful collaboration not only 

entails working together, but also coordination such as planning and co-creating of digital 

material. When collaborating students move between two spaces, the content and the 

relational space. When interacting in the content space they work together to gain a deeper 

understanding of which knowledge is required for a particular task. Beside this, they also need 

to delve into the relational space. This happens each time they do any activity that establishes 

a mutual understanding between each other. Without working in the relational space, the 



 

- 13 - 

 

student cannot maintain or secure a mutual understanding on which content to work on. There 

is thus a sharing between individual knowledge and group knowledge. This is where the 

notion of awareness comes into the picture. This concept is divided into two subcategories; 

cognitive group awareness and social group awareness. (Janssen et al 2013) 

 

Cognitive group awareness is the sum of the knowledge, opinions and information that a 

group holds at any given time. Close and recurrent meetings between team members result in 

a high cognitive group awareness, which in turn leads to higher efficiency. This is due to the 

group being able to focus on tasks rather than discussions of the what’s and where’s of 

different parts of an assignment. Each individual cognitive load is lightened. It can be seen as 

a prerequisite for successful collaboration. A high cognitive group awareness leads to stress, 

one cause for errors and repetitive activities. Learning and knowing about other team 

members’ opinions and thoughts also facilities further communication in that it creates a 

mutual space for discussions and information sharing. By knowing how others think, one can 

also understand the potential gaps in one’s own knowledge. This kind of awareness is closely 

related to the content space. Social group awareness is the act of being aware of what other 

team members are currently doing, their status. By providing status information within a 

team, a high social group awareness is achieved. This facilitates the work of coordinating the 

planning, monitoring and evaluation of the groups work. Different ways of visualizing status 

and communicating frequently are crucial. (Janssen et al 2013) 

 

A successful collaboration thus depends more on how team members manage the knowledge 

within and among themselves, rather than which specific technology that is used. To achieve 

this there must be a balance between how team member interact in the content as well as the 

relational space. 

 

Jeong Heisawn and Cindy Hmelo-Silver (2016) have proposed a division of seven areas that 

are important to achieve the balance that Janssen et al (2013) are proposing, although not 

explicitly stated. They mean that establishing a common task for students is the first step for 

collaboration. Within something to gather around, there is no starting point. Tasks which have 

an authenticity, that has a connection to the real world, are something that is preferred to 

inspire student and make it concrete. To accomplish this task successfully the learners must be 

provided with ways to interact, both asynchronous and synchronous over several different 

types of activities. Such activities could be voice or text chat, common digital work spaces or 

preformed meeting times and places. These work spaces do not necessarily have to consist of 

one single system but can be divided into several specialized systems. Through these systems 

students can share resources such as information or documents. By structuring tasks and 

setting shared goals and problem contexts there can be engaging co-construction. Much in 

line with how Janssen et al (2013) describes a balance between the content and relational 

space. Last there needs to be a means to find like-minded group members to build groups and 

communities. (Jeong et al 2016) 

 

Another way of looking at collaboration is to see kinds of interaction that actually take place. 

Collaboration and communication in online environments can relate to both course tasks and 

non-related issues. This is something Babak Abedin, Farhad Daneshgar and John D’Ambra 

(2014) have studied. They state that even though non-task interactions are seen as important 

in computer supported collaborative learning environments, not many studies have looked 

more closely into this and investigated whether these interactions actually promote good 

results. That is, how does non-task social interaction affect the online learning enjoyment and 

results. Just adding interactive technology to a course does not yield more productive 
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collaboration. The interactions using these technologies must be understood to gain 

knowledge of how these influence the learning environment as a whole. Badak et al 

investigated this by doing a content analysis of written content and interactions in online 

asynchronous discussion groups in three different courses, ten weeks for each course. A 

transcript analysis tool (TAT) was used which was able to distinguish different kinds of 

interaction patterns such as open discussion questions, responses between participants, 

reflections, encouragement, agreements, emotions and salutations of different kinds. Five 

different message boards were analysed; notice board, seminar room, coffee shop (informal 

conversations), gallery (class list) and participant network (networking site for current 

students and alumni). Their results show that different courses have different kinds of 

interaction that are more common than other. One course might have a higher degree of 

reflections and another more of open discussion questions. Their results also indicate that 

most non-task interaction consisted of participants sharing information about themselves to 

create a sense of group belonging. Activities such as reflection, personal information sharing, 

humour and salutations were mostly found in the non-task discussions. They also show that 

non-task behaviour encourage others to do the same. This indicates that non-task interaction is 

important for creating a sense of group or community. (Badak et al 2014) 

 

As stated, there can be different technologies used to facilitate collaboration. Cary Roseth and 

her colleagues (2013) have delved deeper into how we interpret and value different kinds of 

information technology. They mean that we have come to a point where we can revalue how 

and when we use information technology to create a blended learning environment. One way 

of doing this was to treat the campus students the same way as distance student. This mean 

using the same technology disregarding physical location. In their study they used Wordpress 

to create a common digital space where students could meet. By using easy-to-use plugins a 

space where documents, instruction and information could be shared among the students and 

the lecturers. This was used in combination with google Hangouts where students could create 

small and synchronous groups with even more functionality such as document collaboration, 

screen sharing and sketching tools. These tools also provided ways to collect data such as 

surveys or forms. This article shows that there are ways to use different kinds of technology to 

achieve a grander goal, mutual learning and collaboration. (Roseth 2013)  
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2.3 Application of theoretical concepts 
In this chapter I have given an overview over e-learning (social presence, blended learning 

and motivation) and computer supported collaborative work (collaboration and computer 

supported collaborative learning). To show how these cohere with each other the following 

figure with each concept represented (se figure 2 below). This figure focuses on showing 

which areas could influence e-learning, but it does not state anything regarding which areas 

are the most important. It is in large influenced by Keller and Katsuakis’ motivational model. 

 

 
Figure 2. Revised version of Keller and Katsuakis’ motivational model 

 

The above figure shows that, in any learning environment, there is an area connecting the 

educator (instructor) and the student (learner). The content that fills this area is what will yield 

a community of inquiry (Cui et al 2013). When a community of inquiry is established, it is 

theorized to yield a high level of commitment for both instructors and learners, which in turn 

could results in lower dropout rates as well as better course quality. An instructor who 

manages to provide sufficient information, structure and feedback to the learners will also 

results in learners with a greater sense of satisfaction. This will in turn lead to these learners 

having greater confidence leading to greater understanding of both relevance and attention 

both in current and upcoming courses. 

 

The instructor needs to have a willing to learn, both when it comes to the use of information 

technology and understanding the student perspective. Using different types of media to 

convey information as well as different ways of teaching (Sung et al 2013) increases the 

attention rates of learners. Providing the course material in a flexible manner further enhances 

this. Course content should be challenging to the learner and feedback should be given in a 

timely and constructive way to enhance the learners’ confidence. Flexible and constructive 

communication is a key element, which includes a mutual respect between instructors and 
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learners. One way of enhancing said communication is to provide the learners with ways to 

communicate with each other to find and build groups and communities. Something, which 

has been shown by Greenhow (2009) above.  

 

A vital aspect of this community building is having ways to communicate both synchronous 

and asynchronous regarding task- and non-task subjects. Having a concurrent and recurrent 

communication loop between learners is key. This enables the learners to exchange both 

personal and course information with each other. An open communication space is the basis 

for forming fruitful collaboration environments. An environment where learners can 

collaborate rather than cooperate. The aforementioned communication space should be a 

balance between the content and relational space (Janssen, 2013) where the group of learners 

exchange information that let them meet a mutual knowledge agreement, cognitive group 

awareness, as well as being able to plan their work, social group awareness. That social 

knowledge management is important is partly verified by Arbaugh (2009) showing that 

increased social activities increased course performance. 

 

In conclusion, a proper and fruitful learning environment can be achieved by creating a 

community of inquiry. This is done by understanding the flow of information and 

communication between instructors and learners. An open communication environment 

characterizes this flow where learners can share information, task- and non-task assignments, 

synchronous or asynchronous to achieve collaboration. Through interesting, relevant and 

varied content, as well as constructive feedback, the instructor will give the learner 

opportunity to build confidence and feel satisfaction by their course participation.  
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3 Research methodology 
In this chapter an overview of the methodological tradition as well as approach is given. This 

is followed by a presentation of the methods, tools used to gather and analyze the data 

collected as well as reliability and validity of said data. 

 

3.1 Methodological Tradition 
There are, according to John Creswell, four philosophical worldviews. Each which influence 

which methods that should be used. These are the postpositive, social construction, 

advocacy/participatory and pragmatic worldviews. According to John Creswell (2009) in the 

positivistic tradition, reality is something, which is objectively given. It exists whether we 

perceive it or not. This world view focuses on testing different theories. When comparing this 

to the post positivistic worldview of Michael Myers and David Avison (2002) there are some 

differences, mostly regarding what we can see and observe in the world. According to the post 

positivistic worldview, we can never reach exact knowledge. Both of these worldviews state 

that theories should be tested and one can objectively obtain all knowledge in the world. 

These worldviews also heavily rely on testing theories through quantitative data as these are 

generally seen as the most objective kinds. Neither of these two worldviews are sufficient in 

this particular study, where the qualitative and subjective knowledge of the student is what is 

most important.  

 

Myers et al (2002) divides qualitative research into three areas, positivist, interpretive and 

critical. In this particular study, the positivist approach has been ruled out mostly due to 

relying heavily on quantitative data. The critical worldview has as a main task to produce 

different form of cultural and socio-economical criticisms to change the balance of 

domination in society. Even though this is an important aspect and the result of this study can 

be discussed from this viewpoint, the one research method that seems most fitting is 

interpretive research. 

 

Interpretive research focuses on social constructions such as shared meanings, language and 

consciousness. It aims to understand and explain phenomena in these areas based on the 

subject context, which is something that falls in line with the aim of this study. Context is said 

to be dependent on the interviewee in relation to the environment and technology existing in 

said context (Myers, 2002). If paired with the definition of social constructionism (Creswell 

2009), this becomes even more interesting. According to social constructionism, all collection 

of knowledge is dependent on the social and cultural situation which humans are affected by. 

We as humans generate ideas from the social perspective. The researcher’s own social and 

cultural background plays a role in the results given from this kind of research.  

 

The last philosophical worldview presented by Creswell (2009) is the pragmatic one. 

Pragmatism states that the researcher should choose methods depending on what the situation 

needs. Whether be it actions, situations or consequences. The focus is on understanding 

solutions spaces of found problems. In many ways, pragmatism is related to social 

constructionism, but differentiates itself when it comes to said chosen methods. Pragmatism is 

not committed to any specific system of philosophy or worldview even though one or all can 

influence the researcher. It might be argued that pragmatism lacks the “boundaries” of other 

worldviews and such lacking concreteness. On the other hand it doesn’t confine the researcher 

to adhere to one particular school but having a freedom of choice. 

 

It is proposed, from the previous chapter, that the students’ perception in relation to successful 

course participation is founded in how and in which way information is presented. 
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Information, which is the basis for communication and collaboration in specific learning 

environments. As such, suitable methods would be those that focus on interpreting qualitative 

data and finding clusters of data that fits into each other. Clusters that highlight which areas in 

the proposed theoretical framework that are perceived as most influential for course 

performance from the student’s point of view. . One could say that the phenomena of interest 

shapes which methods are seen as most fruitful. As such, the pragmatic and interpretive 

worldview heavily influences this study. 

 

3.2 Methodological Approach  
An explorative and qualitative strategy was employed. A strategy that mixes 

phenomenological and narrative research. A phenomenological research strategy focuses on 

identifying the essence of human experience given a certain context or area. Patterns and 

engagements are identified. On the other hand, narrative research methods aims to understand 

the lives of individuals based on their stories regarding their lives in a given context 

(Creswell, 2009). Though inquiries regarding the students’ lives and perceptions, narrative, 

and their experience, phenomenological, in relation to the study situation it is proposed that 

there will be a deeper understanding of which factors that are perceived as most influential 

when it comes to completing courses in a satisfactory way.  

 

3.2 Methods and Techniques for Data Collection and Analysis 
To investigate the student perspective, when it comes to satisfactory course participation, 

semi-structured, explorative interviews were seen as the most appropriate method. To 

understand the subjective and qualitative nature of student experience and perceptions in 

course participation, surveys were ruled out due to their focus on quantitative data rather than 

in depth, qualitative knowledge. Especially when the narrative of the student is the key area of 

interest. Observations in regards to this kind of qualitative experiences were seen as too risky 

of a starting point for gaining this knowledge. This due to the many different areas that might 

contribute. Motivation, learning, study context, course structure and educator abilities could 

all influence the students’ perspective, but there needs to be a proper survey of potential areas 

before any observations can be made.  

 

3.2.1 Selection of informants 

The informants of the interviews were randomly selected out of the current distance students 

partaking in the second and third year of the bachelor’s programme of Interaction Design at 

Linnaeus University in Sweden. Sixteen students were invited to take part. First year students 

were not included in the study. This was done to assure that the informants had at least one-

year experience of partaking in distance education, and as such being able to have a wider 

experience spectrum to relate to. The population, second and third year students, was selected 

as to have a ground for common experience. This ensures that the students relate to the same 

context, but differ in individual experiences. 

 

Each individual student was chosen randomly from the list of all currently registered students 

for each year. Currently registered means registered on both the current term as well as 

course. A random number generator, Random Number Generator from UX Apps was used to 

select which student that was to be asked to partake in the interview.  This was done as to not 

skew the results by only getting students with either positive or negative attitudes towards 

their current studies. Eight students from each year was selected and invited to participate.  

 

3.2.2 Selection of interview questions 
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The interviews questions were derived from the theoretical framework described in the 

previous chapter. A full list of the questions used can be found in Appendix B. There are five 

sections that aims to cover different areas based on the theoretical framework. 

 General information. This section contains general information about the student and 

prior experiences with distance studies. This is paired with overview questions 

regarding family and/or work concurrent to their studies. These questions might give 

further insights to the meaning of consecutive questions. 

 Regarding course management. These questions are aimed to probe deeper into the 

students experience with how information is found, used and shared between student 

and lecturer. 

 Regarding lectures and tutoring. This section seeks to investigate how the student feel 

when it comes to lectures and activities surround these. 

 Regarding self-studies. The goal for this section is to understand how the student 

spends their time studying when there is no tutor-led lectures or examinations. This 

may give insight into the following sections regarding perceptions of community and 

collaboration. 

 Regarding examinations: Understanding the students experience when it comes to 

being examined in different forms is important to find insights into which way they 

gain the ability to feel confident or satisfaction in relation to the work they have put in. 

 Regarding community and collaboration. These questions delve deeper into how 

students communicate and collaborate among each other. How, if any, community 

building exists and how (if) they see themselves belonging to a group. 

 

Most of the questions were open-ended as to focus on storytelling, which can potentially lead 

to deeper insights into the students’ experience. Follow-up questions were asked if it was 

needed to gain greater understanding and to avoid misunderstandings. 

 

3.2.3 Conducting the interviews 

Before each interview, each informant was informed about the interview being recorded and 

was sent the informed consent for viewing. This was read aloud to each informant before each 

interview. The written informed consent can be found in its entirety in appendix A. Through 

this form, the informant was informed about the aim of the study and their role. They were 

also informed about ethical issues such as the possibility to stop the interview at any time and 

that the interviews were to be recorded for further analysis. An overview of the interview was 

also given and an explanation of how the results were to be used was given. It was stated that 

no individual was to be identifiable in the published material and that the results would be 

shared among other students and well as tutors and examiners. The informants were asked to 

acknowledge their agreement to take part of the study orally before each interview started. 

The informed consent was sent to each participant after each interview for viewing and 

signing. 

 

Each interview lasted between 30 and 60 minutes depending on the eloquence of each 

informant and localized in each informants home and the interviewer in the office at Linneaus 

University, Kalmar. The interviews were conducted using voice chat through Skype and video 

where possible. The responses were concurrently noted using Microsoft Word with the 

interview protocol as aid (Appendix B). Each interview was recorded using a software called 

Amolto Call Recorder. This software records each call in real time and converts it to mp4-

format for further analysis later.  
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Each informant was initially given the questions in the order as they are seen in appendix B. 

At times, the order of the questions was changed due to the answer of the informant. The 

order of the questions within each section was not seen as important as making sure each 

section was covered fully. This means being lenient to what and how the students respond to 

each question, shifting to other questions as needed. Follow-up questions was used if the 

answer was not clear enough. If terms needed to be explained, such as blended learning or 

community of inquiry, this was done before answering of the question. The interviewer 

focused on letting the informant tell stories and only intervening either when encouraging 

more detailed answers or changing questions. 

 

Each interview session was ended by thanking the informant for his or her participation. 

 

3.2.4 Data analysis 

The responses from each interview was transcribed within four hours of each interview. Swift 

transcribing was seen as important due to the risk of otherwise misinterpreting the written 

down responses. If needed, the recordings from each session was used to make sure that the 

transcriptions were correct. 

 

The collected data was interpreted by using “the onion principle”. This means gradually 

dividing the qualitative narratives into larger and more generalized areas, layer by layer. This 

process is an ongoing process involving reflection after each step. New understanding from 

each steps leads to new ways of interpreting and generalizing the meaning of each group of 

data. In simple terms, one can compare it to creating larger clusters out of smaller, individual 

pieces in a response. This is called coding. (Creswell 2009). 

 

The coding was conducted following the qualitative coding process described by John 

Creswell (2009). This process is also visualized in figure 3 below. After reading all 

transcriptions thoroughly, one document was chosen. Each section of questions was given a 

theme based on what the general meaning was. This was done through all documents. After 

completing this process for all documents a list of general topics were made based on the 

finding in all documents. This list of general topics was used as a tool when going through all 

documents once again. Each piece of data that corresponded to each general topic was written 

down. By finding related topics the number of topics decreased. After all data had been 

viewed a final list of topics, together with their found data, was put together. The result was a 

preliminary analysis. 

 

 
 

Figure 3. Coding process (free from Cresswell, 2009, p. 186) 
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The preliminary analysis was the basis of the summative analysis and validation comparing 

the finding from the interviews with the proposed theoretical framework described in chapter 

2.3. Each topic and its content was analyzed by comparing it to the reported theoretical areas. 

Each consistency, and inconsistency, was reported and its implications described. The 

summative analysis is presented under “Empirical findings” in the next chapter. 

 

3.2.5 Comparison and analysis of empirical findings in conjunction with theoretical 

framework 

In order to increase the validity of the qualitative data a theoretical comparison was made. To 

fully explain found data with the basis of the theory presented, a revised theoretical model 

was made by comparing the initial model with the topics found in the data. The original 

model was revised to include and show more of the relevant content areas described in earlier 

chapters. All fields in the revised model was compared to found data and analyzed by 

comparing the theoretical content with the empirical data. This was done both to compare data 

as well as finding areas that were more prominent or specific areas that yielded a richer 

understanding of each area. The analysis of the data using the revised model was used as the 

basis for discussion regarding research question fulfillment. 

 

3.3 Reliability and validity 
The connotation of validation does not hold the same weight in qualitative research as in 

quantitative. The same goes for reliability. This is due to the subjective and unique content of 

each such data finding. But there can be qualitative validity, which means checking for 

accuracy by using certain methods. The same goes for qualitative reliability, whether the 

researcher’s methods are consistent in conjunction with other researchers’ and projects. 

(Creswell 2009) 

 

To determine the qualitative reliability the researchers much fully document each step of their 

analysis procedures. In this study, the protocols for each transcribed interview was checked 

several times in relation to the recordings to make sure there was no mistakes made during 

transcription. The coding process was scrutinized to make sure that there was no drift in how 

the topics was coded and formed. That is that the meaning of each code didn’t get lost in 

translation between a narrow and wider set of topics. As there was only one research and one 

study made, the consistency of coding could not be made on a methodological level, but could 

be compared to earlier research when possible. In this study, this was made though using 

definitions and concepts used in previous work presented.  

 

The results were validated using member checking, bias review and validating with previous 

research presented. Member checking means that the preliminary analysis was sent to the 

informants. This gave the informants opportunity to comment on the accuracy as well as 

general thoughts about the themes, topics, found. The researchers’ bias could also influence 

the validity. In this particular study, the researcher had prior experience with all informants. 

Both in the role of educator and instructor as well as programme manager over at least one 

and a half years. To avoid a bias in the informant’s answers each direct comment related to 

the researcher specifically was asked not to be mentioned. When able, the informants were 

asked to give several examples to widen the range of experiences. Generalizing was also 

encouraged. The researcher also made sure not to ask any leading questions and only go into 

specifics if the informant had brought them up. The prior engagements between researcher 

and informant also made the interviews easier due to the informants feeling comfortable, 

which yielded rich and personal answers. Lastly, the researchers relation to the informants 

could influence whether they chose to partake in the study or not. On the one hand, the could 
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feel forced to participate seeing them being dependent on the researcher in the role of 

programme manager as well as course coordinator. On the other hand, a prior relation also 

opens up to answers that are more eloquent.  

 

3.4 Ethical Consideration 
Each informant was given an oral account of the study before each interview. He or she was 

informed about the aim of the study and how the interview was to be conducted. The 

informant was also informed about the random selection of invitation to participate as well as 

how the information was to be used. It was clearly stated that the participant had a choice to 

be involved or not, select which questions to be answered as well as have the right to 

conclude the interview at any time. Most importantly, the confidentiality of the informant was 

emphasized upon where it was assured that no individual responses were to be presented 

neither orally or in written form. 
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4 Empirical Findings  
This chapter consists of two parts; a review of the preliminary analysis as well as an analysis 

of the preliminary analysis in conjunction with the aforementioned theoretical concepts. 

 

4.1 Preliminary analysis 
Out of the sixteen invited informants, twelve responded and agreed to take part in the study. 

Out of these, there were two males and ten females. Seven informants undertook the second 

year and five students the third year of the bachelors programme interaction designer. The age 

of the informants were mostly between 20 to 30 years old with a larger base in the 20 to 24 

age range. Roughly, half of the informants had prior experience with distance studies, but 

mostly just one or two courses. None had an academic degree. 

 

All informants had previous work experience, all in jobs, which didn’t require an academic 

degree, such as health care, school or working in stores. There were few that worked while 

studying. The ones that did, did so only during short periods of time such as during 

Christmas, summer vacation or spring break. All informants but one lived together with 

someone else. Most common was with their partner or family. Half reported having a 

supporting environment at home from family and friends. Either directly by open support, or 

indirectly by not being in the house when studying needed to be done. Those that did work 

report it as having a positive impact on their studying by meeting other people, having a 

flexible job or just a change of pace. 

 

The topics found are all centered around three main activities: sharing, gaining and validating 

knowledge. These are in turn divided into several subcategories: 

 

 Sharing information between instructor and learner 

o Regarding written information 

o Regarding lectures 

o Regarding examination 

 Sharing knowledge between learners 

o Self-studies and planning 

o Communication and collaboration 

The results from each will be presented below. There are two main areas when it comes to 

sharing knowledge. Between instructor and learner and between two or more learners. The 

instructor is the role of teacher or tutor and learner is the student. Since the results are 

generalized into topics based on individual interviews there cannot be a clear amount, as in 

numbers, regarding how many informants that gave a certain answer. A general rule has been 

applied. Some refers to between four and eight informants and most refers to more than eight 

informants. This is naturally not an exact number since each answer could potentially consist 

of answers from several different questions from different areas of interest. 

 

Sharing knowledge means conveying information, either in written or oral form, between 

instructor and learner or between learners. The learner must also take time to understand and 

process the information given, gaining knowledge. Lastly, in any learning environment, there 

also needs to be a validation of said knowledge. This is most commonly done using some 

kind of examination. 
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4.1.1 Sharing knowledge between instructor and learner 

Most information needs to be conveyed in some way or other. One way of doing this is 

publishing information on online web pages in one form or another. The informants were all 

used to using the learning platforms Coursepress and Moodle from their previous e-learning 

experience and all used these platforms as a main source of information regarding current and 

upcoming courses. Some, half of the informants, even took the time long before the start of a 

specific course and looked at the previous year’s course platforms. A big advantage of having 

said e-learning platform is being able to share information with all students both orally and 

written. Even though having an e-learning platform was seen as something positive by all 

informants, the use of different learning platforms was seen as problematic. The habit of 

knowing one particular e-learning platform made the use of a second one harder. 

 

Regarding written information 

When it comes to written documentation of any kind, several areas were reported as more 

important than others. Having clear and concise instructions were one of those, no matter 

being in written or oral form. Knowing what to do, how to do it and when to do it is crucial, 

especially when it comes to planning studies together with everyday life. Information that was 

deemed important was course curriculums, rating criteria, course outline, course literature and 

course schedule. How the information was structured and whether it was in an obvious 

manner was said to influence the ability to find and understand a course. 

 

There were several times reported where the informants had to ask for specific information, 

and only after several consecutive inquiries did the information get published. In a few cases 

there were even reports of lecturers refusing to give said information.  

 

The timing of when information was to be given was also seen as important. General course 

information should be given as early as possible. This gives the student opportunity to both 

plan ahead as well as reflect over course material in the light of things to come. If there were 

changes made in an ongoing course, most reported that using e-mail was a preferred 

complement to notifications on e-learning platform. 

 

The quality of information given was also a common subject. Having inaccurate or out of date 

information was seen as problematic both when it comes to planning as well as negatively 

influencing the trust of those particular instructors. Having an active e-learning platform 

where information was updated on a regular basis also influenced if the informant visited the 

platform daily or not. It was also seen as negative if course conditions changed during a 

course. Having several instructors involved in the same course was said to make more 

common that changes could occur. 

 

Regarding lectures 

Lectures was something that all saw as an important part of their studies. All but one followed 

each lecture live as well as later going back to the recordings that were made to refresh their 

memories.  

 

Following a lecture as a distance student had many challenges reported. The biggest issue was 

staying focused and motivated through the whole of a long lecture. Having inspiring or 

dedicated instructors was one of the main factors reported. With dedicated instructors comes 

dedicated learners. This means conveying more than the slides brought; speaking freely 

regarding the subject, giving concrete examples or implementations, having clear references 
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as well as connecting the material to the learners upcoming business careers. Relevant 

information was seen as key. 

 

Having a lecture also means the possibility of asking questions. This was also true to other 

occasions such as tutoring sessions or seminars. Most believed that there should always be an 

openness and that asking questions should be promoted and there should be both synchronous 

and asynchronous ways of getting in touch with instructors and other learners. Having a 

dialogue between instructor and learners increases the learning experience. There were 

several issues related to this. Most of these were tied to specific instructors, such as forgotten 

to check the chat, showing things out of camera range or using a web camera. 

 

There was a strong will among many of the informants to be involved even during lectures. 

By being involved with other students there was a time for reflection, discussion and most 

importantly, to get to know other learners. Methods such as workshops or seminars were 

given as good examples. By making meetings possible, the ground work for future interaction 

were made. 

 

The technology used in lectures, and other occasions, was given as a common source of 

irritation and anxiety. Lectures being delayed due to technical problem was seen as something 

normal rather than a deviation. Bad audio or video quality was also reported to be something 

that negatively affected both motivation as well as being able to fully understand the content 

of each lecture. Most lecturers were seen as having a good will towards technology use. Only 

seldom were instructors reported as being unwilling to record, share or otherwise make use of 

technology to share information with distance students during lectures. At the same time, all 

but one informant reported being at least once neglected or dismissed due to the fact of being 

a distance student. This was reported as related to forgetting to record, and not supplying a 

backup, not keeping track of chats or just plain dismissing the distance students in favor of 

campus students. These occasions make distance students feel neglected and less of a student 

than campus students. 

 

Regarding examination 

Examining the work of a learner is a crucial aspect of all forms of learning environments. It is 

the time when the learner gets a grade, a validation, of the work done. It is also an opportunity 

for the instructor to properly inspect the knowledge process as well as the quality of said 

knowledge of each learner. The most common form of examination was a mix between oral 

presentations and written reports in relation to a specific project assignment. These projects 

were usually group assignments, which was seen as positive by all informants. An interesting 

aspect was that half of the informants explicitly listed easy courses, with no challenge, as bad 

courses. 

 

Oral presentations was seen as important due to their directness and immediacy regarding 

results, being done, and feedback. At the same time, having proper time to actually convey all 

the work done and getting a respectful treatment was crucial. This is closely tied to the 

opportunity to receive feedback. Constructive feedback was seen as important by all 

informants. Feedback based on previous continual tutoring sessions as well as being based on 

the actual work done. Knowing what went well and how to improve was generally seen as 

more important than a specific grade. 
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Getting a fair grade, within a fair amount of time, in relation to the work done as well as 

feedback given was stated as more important than the grade itself. Several reported issues 

with class mates just “tagging along” and not doing their fair share of work. 

 

Specific tools used such as voice communication and screen sharing was frequently used, but 

was also reported as being problematic. Failing technology was seen as a common source of 

anxiety. The technology should be tested beforehand with the distance students in mind. 

Being left out or feeling abandoned was reported by most informants, but in different 

contexts. Most informants reported a positive attitude towards the instructors’ will and ability 

to make use of the technology available, even though the level of experience could differ 

between individual instructors.  

 

Whether an examination was seen as successful or not was based on several factors. Clear 

instructions of what was to be presented and how to conduct presentations were key. Having 

gained new knowledge or tools was also seen as important by most. 

 

4.1.2 Sharing knowledge between learners 

Two main areas make up how information is shared among learners. Either by self-studies 

and using the support of class mates for support or information, or working together in 

different forms during group assignments. 

 

Self-studies and planning 

Three quarters of the informants preferred to study during daytime, but was willing to adapt to 

other group members if needed. All of the informants that followed the lectures live planned 

their studies in relation to each lecture. This included preparing for each lecture by logging in 

well in advance as well as preparing required documents such as digital or analogue notepads. 

Taking notes was a common occurrence for all but two informants. The main reason for 

taking notes was refresh memories and checking information and sources in retrospect. 

 

All reported seeing the freedom of choice of when to conduct their studies as the main reason 

for conducting distance studies. Balancing self-discipline with this kind of freedom was seen 

as problematic at times, mostly regarding maintaining study motivation. Most informants 

reported making to-do lists for each day, writing down what needed to be done and 

prioritizing these depending on formal or informal deadlines. These to-do lists were also made 

in collaboration between learners in group tasks. Besides having documents to facilitate 

collaboration, discussions using Facebook and Skype were also used extensively by all 

informants. This ensured that all were on the same page as well as being able to see what 

other learners were working on. Making these lists was seen as a motivator both before and 

during each day of studies. Checking each task over the course of a day was also the main 

reason for feeling motivated at the end of the day. Completing certain assignments, doing the 

hours that was planned for getting feedback during tutoring sessions gave a sense of 

satisfaction. Unsuccessful planning was, perhaps self evidently, the main reason for feeling 

dissatisfied with the study performance. The main reasons for unsuccessful planning were 

either too vague items in the to-do list or lack of motivation. 

 

When it comes to upholding motivation, there were a few methods used. The most common 

one was to change up each day, either by changing between assignments or mixing studying 

with non-study activities such as taking a walk or meeting friends. Besides this, it was also 

common to reach out to course mates using Skype or Facebook. By discussion and getting 

external input, the sense of motivation was felt as improved. If neither of these techniques 
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worked, letting an assignment rest until the next day was used by most of the informants. 

Reaching out to a course coordinator was used as a last resort by most of the informants. 

 

When information was seen as either missing or incorrect, most of the informants turned to 

each other for help. This was mostly done using social media, Facebook as a primary source, 

or Skype. The biggest advantages of using social media was the ever presence of others as 

well as having others with the same potential questions. Only having being unsuccessful 

there, they turned to the course coordinator for help. There was a report lack of public forums 

in several courses. Having an open forum where all learners can see and respond to each 

other’s question was regarded as something which was needed. Having instructors involved in 

these forums was seen as obvious.  

 

Communication and collaboration 

Having good communication, a dialogue, in group assignments was seen as important by all 

informants. The importance to get to know each other as early as possible during a 

programme was emphasized by most informants. Most informants also explicitly stated that 

non-study communication was also needed to form a sense of community within a group. 

Having group assignments was something that most informants reported as positive, even 

though some felt it troublesome having to adapt to other learners schedules. Most information 

that were shared between students were related to studies. This makes up the grounds for all 

communication efforts coming there after. All informants also noted that a deeper 

understanding and knowledge of each other was something that was built up over time. Each 

concurrent group assignment led to a deeper connection. A connection some described as a 

friendship. 

 

What makes up good communication was described in different ways by all informants. 

Having an openness in all discussions were seen as vital. This includes showing respect, 

having a positive attitude, being empathic, helpful and willing to share information between 

participants.  If communication is to work there were several basic premises that was brought 

up. The most common one, reported by most informants, were the contribution of all 

participants, being available and having the same level of ambitions. 

 

The quality of communication also influenced the quality of collaboration. All informant 

reported and emphasized this connection. Successful collaboration was extinguished by 

helpfulness, an open dialogue and having common conditions such as level of ambition or 

time available. All participants contributing and taking responsibility was also seen as key. 

 

All students used social media, Facebook and Skype, to convey information between each 

other. Communication was said to exist continuously through a course, with daily 

conversations during group assignments. Skype allows for voice, chat and video 

communication as well as limited file sharing. Facebook also allows chat communication as 

well as a division into large or small groups. The initial use of these media was due to a lack 

of appropriate program- and course forums. At the same time, most were already using these 

media and such it was easier to set up and get into. Facebook was reported as being used the 

most, mostly due to high availability of the participants as well as getting notifications when 

new information was posted. Both Facebook and Skype were used for discussion and 

planning of group assignments. This includes daily reconciliations and dividing of tasks. All 

informants used different forms of cloud sharing when planning and conducting their studies. 

This was both to visualize the work to be done, dividing asks and keeping track on what was 
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to come. The general feeling of these social media group were positive, supportive and 

encouraging.  

 

Collaborating and communicating was felt as easier in smaller groups, and a sense of 

community was reported being existent only in these situations by all informants. Even 

though all informants used social media, Facebook primarily, only six described a general 

feeling of being a part of a community of inquiry on a class level. This feeling was expressed 

by all, but only in a group setting. What extinguishes these six are that they were all second 

year students, had used Facebook from day one and also had formed smaller chat groups with 

those having the same level of ambition. 
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5 Discussion 
In this chapter, the found empirical data is discussed in relation to the proposed theoretical 

areas. This is followed by a methodology reflection. 

 

The research question proposed in the introductory chapter was: 

 

What are the key factors to facilitate motivation and collaboration among distance students in 

an online learning environment? 

 

There are several different factors in the empirical data that have been found that could 

facilitate motivation. When it comes to enhance learning both technology and the instructor 

was found to have crucial impact. The basic premise for all interaction between instructor and 

learner was to provide clear, correct information in a timely manner. Using blended learning 

and having the distance learners’ perspective in mind are important aspects, be it during 

lectures, seminars or during examinations. By combining different technologies, the learners 

found a greater sense of participation. For example combining lectures with smaller group 

tasks or discussions. This of course granted the technology working. The instructor also needs 

to be lenient and willing to find alternative ways, should technology falter. Being aware of the 

possibilities and restrictions when working with e-learning is also crucial. The distance 

learner should always be seen. This includes inviting to and being aware of questions asked, 

preparing lectures with good visibility to all participants as well as contemplating whether the 

distance learners could be invited to collaboration in one way or another. There was, however, 

a general consensus that being included during lectures could be expanded upon even more. 

Being active during a lecture leads to greater motivation as well as a way to reflect upon ones 

knowledge.  

 

Social presence also proved to be an important factor, already noted in the paragraph above, 

when it comes to being active. Active either during lectures, seminars or examinations, but 

also during group assignments. These interactions lays the foundation for future interactions. 

Interactions that could lead to a sense of belonging, either on a group or class level. Seeing 

oneself as part of a group also shapes a part of ones identity. Finding a common ground, 

through studies or social mutual interests helps shaping these relations. Introducing group 

assignments is something that learning institutions can use to facilitate these relations early. 

For a distance learner this is even more important due to not being able to meet one’s 

classmates in real life. Introducing group assignments also means introducing the learners 

with appropriate technology such as synchronous voice, chat and video communication tools 

or asynchronous tools such as forums or group chats. This also includes technology for 

sharing and working with mutual documents synchronous or asynchronous.  

 

There is however another important aspect when it comes to the forming of relations and 

communities. Said technology should also enable the learners to meet outside of studies. 

Exchanging non-task information has shown to increase the feeling of belonging. The study 

showed that there was indeed a sense of fellowship, community, among the learners. This was 

accomplished by communicating and collaborating during lectures and examinations in 

general and during group assignments in particular. That a sense of community was found is 

interesting, but even more so the fact that the learners found ways outside of the tools 

provided by the university to reach out to each other, social media. By using social media they 

could plan and execute group tasks independent on physical locations, but most importantly to 

increase the bond between each other over time. Smaller groups based on common values and 

levels of ambition were created, within which the sense of community was said to be even 
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higher. In this particular group there was even a sense of community at a class level, not only 

in individual groups assignments. Even though there was a feeling of community at a class 

level, it’s important to acknowledge that not all in a class was in this smaller group, so some 

learners were actually excluded from being part of it. Therefore one cannot say that this 

feeling was mutual between all learners in a class, even though those included in the study 

reported this. 

 

To relate the given empirical findings to presented theoretical topics earlier in this thesis, the 

following visualization was made. In chapter 2.3 theoretical concepts with an associated 

figure was presented. The model did take most general areas from the theoretical review into 

consideration, but needed to be more detailed when comparing found data with theoretical 

areas. A second, revised framework and model is proposed created by the author of this 

thesis, based on the model depicted in chapter 2.3 together with the topic areas found in the 

data above. The revised model can be found in figure 3 below. 

 
Figure 3. Revised theoretical framework 

 

The basis for having a successful course with satisfied students depends on setting up the 

ground work. This means that the instructor must carefully consider the six dimensions 

mentioned by Pei-Chen Sun et al (2006) which were the learner, instructor, course, 

technology, design and environmental dimensions. The first two are depicted as two separate 

roles in the above figure, instructor and leaner. The learners attitude and experience with 

computer can lead to self-efficiency or anxiety. The second, the instructor, focuses on his or 

her attitude towards technology as well as ability to respond to learners or situations that arise. 

The collected data show that the learners had a positive attitude towards technology, even 

though said technology also were the cause of concerns both during lectures and 

examinations. At the same time, all saw technology as something crucial for conducting their 

studies in a self-sufficient and efficient manner. Both individually and as a group. The 

informants also reported a positive attitude towards the instructors’ ability as well as attitude, 

even though the self-efficiency was reported as lacking for individual teachers. Both 

willingness to learn and adapt and using suitable technology was found important. 

 

When setting up a course it’s important to think about the course, technology, environmental 

and design dimensions mentioned earlier (the brown box in figure 3 above). The instructor 

must set up the course, with its corresponding technology, as to facilitate e-learning. This 

includes choosing teaching methods, making use of appropriate technology as well as 
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presenting this clearly to the learners. The informants reported the technology used being a 

common source of both irritation and anxiety. Even though there was an common 

understanding that technology didn’t always work, it was also a common hindrance for 

motivation and gaining shared knowledge. The instructors’ will and ability to solve these 

issues were important to make the learners feel seen. 

 

The ARCC loop 

There is a clear relation both between instructors and learners as well as between individual 

learners. In the above figure there is a connection between these, labelled ARCC loop. ARCC 

stands for attention, relevance, communication and collaboration. What this means is that 

during a course there are many occasions where the instructor shares information in one way 

or another with the learners. Al-Qahtani (2013) means that learning platforms, pedagogy, use 

of technology and understanding the learners perspective are crucial. Keller and Katsuaki 

(2004) says that attention is held by giving a variability in teaching techniques as well as 

presenting material in a concrete and interesting way with relevant material. Something he 

calls an “authentic” learning experience. The communication must also be held fluidly using 

both synchronous and asynchronous technology such as chat, e-mail, lectures or video. Using 

these gives a ground for forming social groups or communities. The data found shows that 

conveying information in a correct, clear way and in a timely manner was seen as important. 

All information should preferably be published in the same location using the same kind of 

structure. Lectures need to have dedicated instructors with relevant content while at the same 

time understanding and focusing on distance students as much as campus students. It should 

be noted that the feeling of isolation mentioned by Al-Qahtani is also emphasized through 

most informants also felt lacking the ability to actually be involved during lectures. Not only 

asking questions in a chat. Thus, the lectures must focus on keeping the learners’ attention 

through providing relevant information while also enabling communication and, if possible, 

collaboration between instructors and learners. Focusing and motivation were key aspects 

reported in the data found. Most informants saw self-discipline as the most important factor 

when successfully conducting studies. Motivation was maintained through the use of check 

lists and adding variability to each day of studying. When there was a motivation dip, the 

most common solution was to turn to class mates using social media. Through ventilation and 

discussions motivation was restored in most cases. 

 

Showing respect between instructor and learner was also reported both in lectures as well as 

in examinations. This supports Sung et al’s (2003) view that there needs to be respect and an 

open atmosphere if fruitful communication should be the result. 

 

Blended learning has been put forward by Arbaugh et al (2009) as a factor for success in e-

learning. Having frequent gatherings both between instructor and learners as well as having 

the ability to form groups or communities were important factors. Garrison et al (2004) also 

express the need to use different forms of interaction for successful e-learning. The collected 

data shows that different technology was used frequently and that the quality of voice and use 

of web camera had an impact to the learners’ ability to feel motivated. Being able to receive 

information, for example during a lecture, as well as responding through discussions or 

questions were seen as important. One can then assess that the communication and 

collaboration part of the ARCC loop are important when it comes to sharing and validating 

information for the learner.  

 

The ARCC loop also involves group of learners. Which leads to the last two letters of ARCC: 

communication and collaboration. According to Kvan (2000) successful collaboration is 
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achieved through close communication, immediacy in time as well as sharing a common 

working place. A closer relationship between participants is also achieved if participants 

communicate over a prolonged time. Having a mutual agreement as to which tasks to do is 

seen as important. Beyond this, there also needs to be a balance in the learners way of relating 

to the content, which knowledge is important, and the relational, being aware of each others 

work, space (Janssen et al, 2013). The essence of collaboration is also exemplified by Janssen 

by stating that there needs to be more than working together, coordination and co-creating 

must also be existent. Jeong et al (2016) also adds like-mindedness as an important factor for 

building groups and communities. The informants all agreed that having a continuous 

dialogue over time helped creating a sense of community. Non-study conversations added to 

the depth of these relationships. Just as in a lecture setting, openness and respect was seen as 

vital factors. Beyond these, being helpful and taking responsibility was seen as important. 

Having the same level of ambition was something most agreed upon as important. The quality 

of communication also effected the quality of collaboration. Group assignments was seen as 

being facilitated through mutual planning and daily communication. All informants also used 

different kinds of cloud based tools for mutual planning and execution of given tasks. 

 

Social presence 

Surrounding the ARCC loop in figure 3 is a dotted line named social presence. If a learner 

feels being part of something bigger, a group or a class, there will be more incentive to 

learning individually and as a group (Garrison et al. 2004). Greenhow (2009) also states that 

identity creation is an ongoing process, both as an individual and as a group. Increased 

exposure to group situations as well as social situations increases the feeling of intimacy 

within a group. Morahan-Martin (2003) states that being alone doesn’t necessarily mean that 

you are feeling lonely in an e-learning environment. McInnerney et al (2004) also expands 

upon this saying that opportunities for social interaction between participants in an e-learning 

environment leads to a sense of fellowship. Having continuous interaction where sharing 

personal information in a social context is important according to Sung et al (2013). The data 

supports this. Most informants felt part of a community, but mostly on a group level. This was 

based on consecutive, social interactions during group assignments during their time in the 

programme. Working with the same participants over several assignments enhanced this over 

time. Those who were most active using social media also felt the kind of fellowship that 

McInnerney mentions. They felt as being part of a group with common goals and motivations. 

It should be noted that those reported having used social media from the first day of their 

education also reported seeing the class as a community, not only on a group level. These 

same learners also had a formed a chat room only for those with the same level of ambition. A 

crucial aspect was also communicating regard non-task topics, something which Bakad et al 

(2014) emphasizes playing an important part. At the same time, the social presence was found 

crucial in the relation between instructor and learner. Being unable to see, hear or participate 

in lectures or examinations due to being a distance student, was the cause of both frustration 

and anxiety. Most informants reported that seeing distance students just as important as 

campus students were important. At times when this wasn’t accomplished, the informants felt 

left out, excluded.  

 

Confidence, satisfaction and course evaluation 

Keller and Katsuaki (2004) emphasizes the importance of confidence through meaningful 

feedback and satisfaction, when the learner has been challenged in a positive and constructive 

way. The collected data shows that constructive feedback was seen are more important than 

getting a specific grade. At the same time, the grade given should reflect the sum of the 

feedback given through seminars, tutoring sessions as well as final examinations. Satisfied 
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learners should be achieved by considering the factors of the ARCC loop and social presence. 

This in turn leads to learners having a more positive attitude towards upcoming courses as 

well as feeling part of a community of inquiry on a grouplevel. This sort of information could 

also be used by the instructor to improve the current, and up coming, courses. These two in 

relation to each other yields better courses and more motivated learners. This is visualized in 

the out ring in figure 3 above. The data does not however support this since it was not 

included in the study, something which will be discussed below. 

 

5.1 Methodology reflection 
Explorative and qualitative methods was found suitable to investigate the areas in question. 

Through focusing on story-telling and basing the open-ended questions on the theoretical 

areas identified in chapter two, a large amount of data could be collected to see how theory 

and practise were connected. The questions derived from the theoretical framework did, in 

general, yield valuable information to understand how motivation facilitates e-learning. 

However, there were some questions that could have been either removed or rephrased to 

yield a better result. For example the question regarding which tools were used were too 

broad and even those tools reported didn’t yield any information that wasn’t given in other 

questions. It was stated earlier that specific technology in itself was not of main importance, 

but actually what it was used for. Thus these questions could have been removed. There were 

also some questions concerning how the learner spent one’s day during self-studies. Asking 

what happened before, during and after a lecture as well as asking about how the learner 

structured their day yielded quite a lot of redundant information, which made data collection 

unnecessarily tedious. At time the interviews lasted quite a bit more than the sixty minutes 

specified. This in itself isn’t a problem since the informants were willing to take part of the 

study. But removing or refining questions that gave redundant information could have given 

more time to actually explore each question even more.  

 

Most of the questions under “General information” didn’t yield information regarding the 

research, even if it did give the interviewer a better understanding of those participating in the 

study. Most informants were quite young, lacking previous experience with e-learning, not 

working while studying and feeling support from their family might be good to know, but the 

general homogeneity of the responses might give an indication that further studies might be 

needed, something which is discussed in future research below. Generally though, the 

questions proved to be a valuable source of collecting the experience of how motivation and 

collaboration were perceived during different kinds of interactions both between instructor 

and learner as well as between learners. 

 

The theoretical framework depicted in the end of chapter two might have worked when trying 

to explain how the different theoretical parts are connected, but it wasn’t enough when it 

came to analysing the data findings. This was not surprising though since it can be quite hard 

to predict the outcome of qualitative methods just by going through theory given. In this case, 

the data had to be used to revise said model to give an accurate image of what was actually 

found. If the theoretical framework was to be used to explain the data found, it had to 

transform. 

 

Reliability and validity 

The reliability of the study should be considered good. The actions taken to ensure this was 

providing good transparency when describing the coding process as well as describing how 

area of questions were derived from the found literature. I would however not say that the 

reliability is great. This is mostly due to the fact of using qualitative methods. There could be 
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different interpretations to the theory given, which should be given the most focus. But most 

importantly how topics are found from the data could influence the result depending on the 

analyses. How common themes are found can differ between different interpreters. Even 

though I believe that I have been both transparent as well as given the data proper 

examination, this difference could yield different results due to the qualitative nature of the 

study itself. 

 

The validity was ensured by using member checking in which each informant was given the 

preliminary analysis and asked to comment, if possible. This gives opportunity to double 

check whether the topics and its content were sound as well as whether individual comments 

were deviants or if something had been missed. The member checking did not yield any 

changes in the preliminary analysis. The bias of the researcher was discussed in chapter three 

above. Going through how questions were asked and how follow up questions were given, an 

appropriate level of objectivity was found. No questions besides encouraging or asking to 

explain more fully was given, besides explaining concepts where needed. Generally, the data 

found supported the theoretical concepts. This could be seen as something of a circular 

argument, defining questions from theory and using the results to validate the theoretical 

framework. I believe that this might be somewhat of a case, but seeing how the questions 

were open-ended and based on exploring the informants experiences rather than discussing 

specific topics the argument for it being circular and thus influencing the results diminishes 

somewhat. It should also be noted that the revised theoretical framework was made by 

combining the data findings with the initial theoretical concepts. The data also provided more 

insight beyond what the theoretical concepts stated. This insight is expanded upon above in 

the discussion as well as below under conclusion. The validity of the results could have been 

better using more methods of data gathering, triangulation, something which this study could 

not include due to time restraints. 

 

Generalizability 

I believe that the results can be generalized, even though this should be done under careful 

consideration and not taken too far. This particular study only entailed informants from the 

bachelor programme of Interaction Designer at Linnaeus university. Most also did not have 

much prior experience with distance studies. Thus, their experiences have a quite 

homogenous source as they have taken the same courses, using the same technology and most 

of the time with the same instructors. Using informants from other programmes, in different 

fields as well as different academic levels could yield other experiences reported. It is also 

hard to assess whether this data could be generalized to other universities, within Sweden or 

other countries. There could be differences when it comes to which technology is needed, 

how information is shared between instructors and learners, technology acceptance as well as 

cultural differences, which might influence the interaction between instructors and learners. 

 

However, it is not far fetched to assume that most learners want to feel confident and satisfied 

after taking a course. Giving clear, relevant information in a structured way using proper and 

functioning technology should be a suitable way to make sure this happens, no matter which 

course or university is in question. Giving opportunity to be involved during lectures, 

examinations and group assignments ensures a deeper understanding as well as ensures that 

feedback can be given. Feedback which results in knowledge of whether the learner have 

acquired certain knowledge or skills or not. This is also something that I believe should be 

generalizable to any given learning situation. At the same time, different subject areas could  

have different kinds of feedback needed. Some, as in this study, oral discussions are vital. In 
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other programmes, such when learning programming languages, other kinds of feedback 

might be needed. But feedback always needs to be given if understanding is to be achieved.  

 

The biggest concern regarding generalizability is regarding social presence and motivation 

using social media. If one is involved in collaborative or communicative activities in an online 

environment, social presence is important. Without making sure that all are seen as 

individuals, proper respect is given as well as having an open dialogue, the learner will not 

feel being part of something bigger, a group or community. This leads to less communication, 

which means that the individuals’ knowledge is highly dependent on in sole interaction 

between the learner and the instructor. This might not be a problem per se, but having an open 

dialogue with several participants should yield a better understanding, no matter how good of 

a communicator the instructor is. This study also showed how the use of social media in 

different forms helps facilitate both learning and motivation. It gave the learners direct contact 

with each other and helped forming bonds between them. This had a high impact on the 

reported perception of learning and motivation. The results from this particular study is harder 

to generalize in this aspect seeing as the technology acceptance and cultural difference could 

differ widely between countries. 
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6 Conclusion 
The final chapter concludes the these by examining in which way the aim and purpose of the 

research have been fulfilled as well as concluding in which way the research question have 

been answered. 

 

In this thesis participation, motivation and collaboration was investigated through qualitative 

methods among distance students in an e-learning environment. The research question aims to 

answer which factors can facilitate these factors in said e-learning environments. I believe that 

I have found the key factors that facilitate motivation and collaboration among distance 

students, participation and community spirit. Most of these factors are also supported by the 

theoretical topics presented earlier in this thesis. Besides having suitable and functional 

technology, the most important factors were providing and encouraging participation and 

dialogue. There is both a responsibility of the instructor to provide these means, but also for 

the learners to make use of them. A key aspect is giving constructive feedback continuously 

over a course. The second factor, which is related to the above, is acknowledging the 

importance of social presence in any given learning situation. Forming groups and having a 

sense of being part of a community increases and facilitates motivation as well as 

collaboration. It gives the learners something to rely on when motivation is lacking as well as 

open up to further understanding of knowledge given. Collaboration is also enhanced since 

this is seen as being enhanced when working in a group composed of individuals with prior 

knowledge of each other. Facilitating the forming of groups can be done both by supplying 

the students with tools, such as forums or discussion opportunity, but also encouraging the use 

of social media or other tools that let learners form bonds also outside of their studies. This 

encouragement is also implied in the above mentioned participation and dialogue. 

 

Motivation in e-learning can be facilitated through collaboration, dialogue and constructive 

feedback. Any given learning situation can also be enhanced through acknowledging and 

working with social presence among students. Being part of a community could provide 

opportunities to enrich and validate knowledge. Both between instructors and learners. 

 

5.3 Future Research 

There are several areas that could be expanded upon based on this thesis. The questions 

regarding general information showed that the group was quite homogenous when it came to 

prior experiences as well as having a supportive structure in the home environment. Repeating 

the study with more informants could also yield insights into whether there would be a 

difference for example with a group that worked in tandem with their studies, who had prior 

experience with distance studies or having a more complex family situation. How would this 

change the results when it comes to the will to participate, form communities or staying 

motivated? For example, there was only one informant in this study that didn’t follow lectures 

live. It is not farfetched to assume that those working while studying also wouldn’t follow 

lectures live. This study didn’t yield a high enough sample size to find patterns regarding this 

group. 

 

The validity of the data could also be enhanced using different methods, for example 

conducting the same study on different learner groups from different universities or fields of 

expertise. This would show whether the results could be generalized or not. 

 

The theoretical areas in this study could also be expanded upon. In this thesis, most areas 

were given the same importance in the theoretical framework. The data shows that there are 

certain areas that are more important than others, specifically social presence and 



 

- 37 - 

 

participation. Expanding upon these theoretically could yield new ways to understanding how 

these actually influence motivation in e-learning. 

 

It is proposed in the previous chapter, that confident and satisfied learner should lead to 

greater participation and that this could be used in tandem with course evaluations to achieve 

a community of inquiry. The data shows that the feeling of being part of a community of 

inquiry does exist on a group level, but that it is lacking in larger groups, such as a class. This 

would be interesting to delve deeper into. Keller and Katsuaki (2004) lists a ten-step program 

of how to create a design plan in order to achieve attention, relevance, confidence and 

satisfaction in a course. Increasing the definitions and knowledge of these areas by comparing 

each step to the areas in the ARCC loop depicted in figure 3 above and then applying these to 

actual course evaluations could give means to design a course in such a way as to promote a 

community of inquiry. Not only as a small group but as a whole class over the longer period 

of time 

 

. 
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Appendices  
Appendix A. Form for written informed consent 
 

Form for written informed consent 
This written informed consent concerns: <insert informants name> 

 

This form for written informed consent concerns students who are participating in interviews 

concerning motivation and collaboration in e-learning environments. 

 

1 Introduction and aim 

My name is Morgan Rydbrink and I am conducting a study of how motivation and 

collaboration is experienced by students taking the bachelor programme of interaction design 

at Linnaeus University. This study is part of my master thesis. The questions will be open-

ended and focuses on story-telling from your point of view. The goal is that I, through your 

qualitative stories, can gain insight into your study situation to be able to see which factors 

primarily effects your perceived motivation and ability to collaboration in e-learning 

environments. 

 

You have the right to abort the interview if you should feel discomfort, or for any other 

reason. You also have the right not to answer specific questions. If you do not understand 

certain phrases or terms, these will be explained to you. 

 

The invitation to participate was done randomly from those students taking the second and 

third year of the bachelors programme of interaction designer at Linnaeus University. 

 

2 Conducting the interview 

During the interview, I will ask questions where you describe what you normally do during  

your studies. This could be during lectures or some form of examination. I will also, if the 

need arises, ask follow up questions to get a better understanding of your thoughts and views. 

No individual information, person or activity will be identifiable directly in the results from 

these interviews. All information will be treated confidentially. The individual information 

will be used to find clusters of information, topics. These topics, not individual views or 

thoughts, will be presented in the report.The interview is calculated to last between 30 and 60 

minutes depending on your time available as well as your eloquence.  

 

3 Results 

The results from the interviews will give me better understanding of the perspective of the 

distance student regarding the study social and learning environment. This will in turn help 

me decide which factors that are crucial for you to feel having experienced a course as 

informative and enriching.The result will be shared among other students at the master 

programme of information systems at Linnaeus university as well as tutors and examinators. 

The report will be published in DIVA. 

 

Remember that you can abort the interview at any time, regardless or reason. 

 

Feel free to ask questions if anything in the above is unclear. 
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Informed consent 
I have read the above information, or had it read to me. I have had the opportunity to ask 

questions regarding this and the questions I have had have been answered.  

 

I hereby certify my will to take part of this study. 

 

My name: <insert name> 

My signature: <insert signature> 

Date: <insert date of signing> 

 

I have correctly read the above information to the potential informant and have to my best 

ability made clear that the following will be part of the study: 

 An interview will be conducted with open-ended questions concerning motivation and 

collaboration in e-learning. 

 The informant have had opportunity to choose which questions to answer. 

 The informant have had the right to abort the interview at any time. 

 The results will be presented orally and in a report, but no individual data will be 

given or published. 

 

I also certify that the informant have had opportunity to ask questions regarding the study and 

I have answered these to the best of my ability. I also certify that the informant have not been 

forced to participate and consent to participate was given of their own free will. 

 

A copy of this document will be sent to the informant. 

 

My name: <insert researchers name> 

My signature: <insert researchers signature> 

Date: <insert date of signature> 
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Appendix B. Interview questions 
 

1 General information 

This section concerns general information about the student in question. 

 

1.1 Your name: 

1.2 Your age: 

1.3 Which year are you currently attending? 

1.4 Do you have previous experience from distance studies? 

1.5 Do you have a previous academic degree? 

1.6 Have you been working before starting your studies at Linnaeus University? 

1.7 Do you live by yourself? 

1.8 Do you feel that your family have an effect on you study performance? 

1.9 Are you currently employed concurrent to studying? 

1.10 Do you feel that your work have an effect on your study performance? 

 

2 Regarding information management 

This section concerns how information is handled and shared between educator and student. 

 

2.1 How would you describe successful information management between educator and 

student? 

2.2 How do you get initial information regarding a specific course? 

2.3 Where do you go to find information regarding courses? 

2.4 What do you do if you do not find the required information? 

2.5 Could you name a situation where you find yourself having all information that you need? 

What was particularly good about this situation? 

2.6 Could you name a situation where you thought information was missing? What was 

missing in this particular case? 

2.7 Which tools do you find the best and/or worst regarding information sharing? Why are 

these tools good or bad? 

 

3 Regarding lectures and tutoring 

This section concerns the students experiences regarding lectures and tutoring. 

 

3.1 Could you describe a normal day when it’s time for a lecture? 

3.2 What happens before, during and after the lecture? 

3.3 When do you find a lecture able to hold your attention for the entirety of its duration? 

3.4 When do you find the content of a lecture to be relevant? 

3.5 Which tools do you use consecutive with lectures? 

3.6 What tools are used by educators during lectures? How do you find these to be working? 

3.7 Is there anything you find lacking when it comes to lectures? 

3.8 How would you describe your lecturers attitude towards you as students? Do you have 

any good or bad experiences you could share with me? 

3.9 How would you describe your lecturers attitude to and use of technology? Do you have 

any good or bad experiences to share with me? 

3.10 Blended learning is an area that is seen as positive. Do you recognize the term being 

practiced at any time during your studies so far? 
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4 Regarding self-studies 

This section concerns the students everyday activities when there is nothing besides self-

studies scheduled. 

 

4.1 Could you describe a day when there is only self-studies on your schedule? 

4.2 How do you feel before, during and efter self-studies? 

4.3 What do you do when you “get stuck”, either when reading or working on assignments? 

4.4 Which tools do you use when conducting self-studies? 

4.5 When do you feel that you have been successful with your self-studies? 

4.6 When do you feel that you have been unsuccessful with your self-studies? 

 

5 Regarding examinations 

This section concerns the students experiences with examinations. 

 

5.1 What different forms of examination do you have experience of? 

5.2 Could you give an example of a really successful examination? 

5.3 Could you give an example of a really unsuccessful examination? 

5.4 Is there any form of examination that you feel is in between successful and unsuccessful? 

5.5 Which tools do you use during an examination? 

5.6 What makes you feel empowered in relation to an examination? 

5.7 When do you feel really satisfied with a course? 

5.8 What makes you feel dissatisfied with a course? 

 

6 Regarding communicty and collaboration 

This section concerns the students experience with communication and collaboration. 

 

6.1 What is your attitude towards sharing information about yourself with other students? 

Which kind of information do you find acceptable to share? 

6.2 How would you describe your relation to other students? 

6.3 Do you experience that you are part of a community in anyway? If so, how? 

6.4 How did you get to know your class mates? 

6.5 Could you give an example of a good relation? 

6.6 Could you give an example of a bad relation? 

6.7 What extinguishes good communication in your opinion? 

6.8 Which tools do you use for communication? 

6.9 How often do you engage in conversations not related to your studies? When and about 

what? 

6.10 What does the term collaboration mean to you? 

6.11 How do you feel about group assignments? 

6.12 When do you feel that there has been a successful collaboration? 

6.13 How did you, as a group, work to ensure that there was a knowledge consensus? 

6.14 How did you, as a group, work to make sure that there was a consensus on what to do? 

6.15 Which tools do you use for collaboration? 

6.16 There is a term called “Community of inquiry”. Do you feel that you have ever been in 

part in such a thing? 


