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Australia; bJohn N. Gardner Institute for Excellence in Undergraduate Education, Brevard, USA; cEducational
Services, La Trobe University, Melbourne, Australia; dSchool of Humanities & Social Science, The University of
Newcastle, Australia

ABSTRACT
The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic meant that online teaching
in higher education became the default. Educators were, and often
now continue to be, required to pivot to online teaching,
necessitating them to adapt their teaching delivery, effectively
engage students online, and apply existing skills to new and
unfamiliar pedagogical contexts. This paper presents a small
international case study, investigating the experiences of a
diverse group of educators who wanted to learn about engaging
students because their higher education institutions were
pivoting to online teaching. Following the educators’ involvement
in professional learning about a particular online engagement
framework, the educators used their learning in their planning
and online teaching. Data extracted from a deductive coding
exercise augmented by qualitative data gleaned from semi-
structured interviews was used to explore how the educators
enhanced the engagement strategies they implemented in their
courses. The findings indicate the types of learning processes
used by the educators and how they applied their learning to
online teaching. The deductive analysis suggests that the
strategies the participants revealed worked well in their online
practice correspond with the strategies delineated in the
framework.
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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic forced many higher education institutions, educators, and stu-
dents, to pivot rapidly to online teaching and learning. Over a relatively short period,
higher education needed to adapt hurriedly and apply existing competencies to new
and unfamiliar situations (Green et al., 2020; Moore, 2020). In some cases, this
exposed a lack of adequate prior training about online teaching/learning for students
and educators (Byrne et al., 2021; Oyedotun, 2020). Although some expected the move
to be a straightforward process of transferring written material and face-to-face lectures
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to the online space (Cohen, 2021), the shift was often more complex and challenging than
anticipated, especially when considering student engagement (Bozkurt, 2022).

During the on-campus-to-online shift, a group of experienced online educators inves-
tigated the experiences of a diverse group of educators from across the world. The litera-
ture had suggested that an important key to successful online teaching was finding ways
to engage students online, as engagement was increasingly recognised as an influential
element in the student experience, student retention and students’ learning outcomes
(Kahu & Nelson, 2018; Martin & Bolliger, 2018).

This paper describes a project that connected educators from higher education insti-
tutions internationally. Two members of the project team had been involved in produ-
cing an online engagement framework (Redmond et al., 2018), following an extensive
analytical review of student engagement literature. The framework also conceptualised
practical examples of how different types of engagement could be employed in teaching.
This theory-practice aspect provided a starting point for the current project, which aimed
to explore how the higher education teachers employed the framework to enhance their
students’ engagement.

This paper begins by reviewing the context for pivoting to online teaching and the
support provided for online engagement during the crisis. It then describes the method-
ology of the project, including the conceptual framework of the research, and the role
played in the project by a specific tool, i.e., the Framework for Online Engagement
(Redmond et al., 2018). The paper then reports on the deductive analysis conducted and
how the analysis augmented the critical insights gained from the educators’ perspectives.
Thepaper concludeswith some tentative thoughts about the potential for such a framework
to assist educators to enhance student engagement in their online teaching practice.

Literature review

COVID-19 forced most higher education institutions to shift rapidly from on-campus or
blended learning to online. Regardless of experience and expertise with online teaching,
academic staff had to organise and teach classes remotely. Although many educators
demonstrated remarkable determination and resilience in adjusting their classroom
pedagogy and practice to the online environment (Bozkurt, 2022; Green et al., 2020),
others simply applied previously used teaching practices (Olsen et al., 2020), Indeed, Bar-
tolic et al.’s (2022) research highlighted the widespread practice of posting videos,
weblinks and lecture slides without consideration of delivery mode.

Similarly, the Australian Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency (2020)
reported that higher education providers adapted to the pandemic by using the learning
management systems already in place, and that frequently Zoom (or equivalent) software
was used to simulate face-to-face delivery of lectures and conduct tutorials and discus-
sion sessions. It also noted that ‘the limited range of… electronic tools’ was ‘somewhat
surprising’, given the large investments in developing learning management systems in
recent years (p. 8).

In addition, the effectiveness of the shift to online delivery is debatable (Cohen, 2021).
In Bartolic et al.’s (2022) research, a majority of academic staff regarded the online tran-
sition as handled well, but they were ‘somewhat divided’ on quality, with 56% reporting a
lower quality learning experience. Other research, however, has discussed how many
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students and staff, while generally happy with online options, have missed the socialisa-
tion opportunities and corridor conversations of on-campus study (Karalis & Raikou,
2020; Takayama, 2020).

Several studies noted that online teaching does not always have the necessary pro-
fessional development emphasis for educators in higher education (Kilgour et al.,
2019; Vlachopoulos &Makri, 2021). Byrne et al. (2021) highlighted a lack of formal train-
ing for educators in higher education, especially those ‘new’ to teaching, while Redmond
et al. (2018) noted a lack of clarity regarding ‘what counts as online engagement’ (p. 195),
which impacts on student learning. Similarly, Rapanta et al. (2020) indicated that novice
online educators lack the pedagogical content knowledge (PCK, from Shuman’s 1987
model) needed for teaching online. Despite increasing emphasis on the online edu-
cational environment, it seems that the pandemic highlighted the need for professional
learning to be prioritised, to build ‘a culture of learning about online teaching practices’
(Byrne et al., 2021, p. 197).

In addition, there has also been concern around pedagogy in relation to the move to
online teaching. Cohen (2021), for example, argued that online teaching has to be ‘more
than an afterthought or an awkward reproduction of the face-to-face experience’ (p. 17).
In particular, he took issue with the use of lectures, preferring ‘a more inclusive or
“aligned pedagogy” (p. 15). Similarly, Shearer et al. (2020) asserted the need for thinking
differently about pedagogy, as a way of moving ‘beyond the replication of the face-to-face
experience’ (p. 36).

Researchers have called for addressing issues of ‘inequality and inaccessibility, inade-
quacies, poor communication quality, technical difficulties, the need for technology lit-
eracy’ (Bozkurt, 2022, p. 2; Bozkurt & Sharma, 2021). Mehta and Aguilera (2020), for
example, advocated for a ‘more humanising,’, critically framed pedagogical approach
(p. 109), based on the Freirean tradition, to work towards more socially just and equitable
learning opportunities. Grafton-Clarke et al. (2022) examined clinical teaching using live
streaming, arguing that the technology enabled ‘equitable access to high-quality teaching’
(p. 1) during an authentic patient-doctor consultation. It seems, then, that the available
technology can address some of the perceived issues, but educators need to be skilled
and aware of what might be done. Overall, what seems to have been left wanting in the
rush to online teaching are critical pedagogical analysis and genuine emphasis on pedago-
gical support strategies. We emphasise that we recognise the urgency that was associated
with the emergency move to online teaching, but there is still a need for ‘approaches
adopted in haste… to be revisited’ (Cohen, 2021, p. 15).

Conceptual framework

The conceptual framework for this paper is the Kalantzis and Cope (2005) learning by
design framework. Although not specifically a framework for online teaching, it is
useful because it conceptualises pedagogy and learning as involving four ‘ways of
knowing’ (p. 72):

. experiencing (drawing on prior knowledge, being immersed in new learning);

. conceptualising (learning new ideas by defining, using theory, building abstract
knowledge, generalising);
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. analysing (understanding functional elements, being able to critique);

. applying (being able to take new knowledge and apply it to typical as well as new situ-
ations) (p. 74).

In considering both pedagogy and learning, the framework draws together the pro-
cesses involved in both teaching and learning. This is an important characteristic of
the current study because the educators are both teachers and learners.

The framework also considers two conditions for learning: belonging and transform-
ation. This emphasises the importance of building on learners’ prior knowledge and
experiences, thus constructing a sense of belonging. Learning is described as moving
into ‘new and unfamiliar terrains’ (p. 51), thus highlighting that teaching should tap
into students’ lifeworlds (belonging) while enabling learning (transformation) (p. 51).
These processes and conditions for learning are evident in literature relating to the
shift to online. Stone (2017), for example, pointed out that a strong teacher-presence pro-
viding a sense of belonging helps students feel connected and more likely to persist with
study (p. 8). Similarly, Vlachopoulos and Makri (2021) discussed the importance of
enabling students to connect ‘curriculum, knowledge and skills…with the real world’
(p. 50).

The use of the Kalantzis and Cope (2005) framework ensured a focus on learning: the
educators’ learning and how they tried to engage their students in learning. A premise of
the study was that learning is more likely when students are engaged, thus providing the
link between our discussion of learning here and the use of an engagement framework
(Redmond et al., 2018). Although engagement has been difficult to define, we understand
it as students’ commitment to and active involvement in learning (Macquarie University
Learning and Teaching Centre, 2009) and incorporating social, cognitive, emotional,
behavioural, and collaborative elements (Redmond et al., 2018).

Context

This project was based on awareness of the significant challenges of the rapid pivot to
online learning. As the literature review has indicated, the urgency and haste of this
move meant that many educators could not access immediate or appropriate pro-
fessional learning, and, in turn, this allowed only limited pedagogical consideration
of how the move to online might work best. The research thus tapped into the
views of educators in higher education who felt they were ill-prepared for the pivot
to online teaching.

As was indicated in the introduction, two members of the research team had been
involved in the theorisation, development (Redmond et al., 2018) and implementation
(Redmond et al., 2021; Tualaulelei et al., 2021) of an online student engagement frame-
work, which could be used as a reflection and planning tool for teaching and learning.
They conducted three webinars for an international audience, presenting the framework
as an auditing/planning tool for thinking about the enhancement of student engagement
in online teaching. This provided the stimulus for the study.

The decision to use the framework was a pragmatic one, and it meant there was an
opportunity to operationalise it with a group of international educators. Table 1 shows
the framework’s engagement elements and corresponding indicators.
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Method

The project was constructed as a case study, exploring the how and why of con-
temporary events in real-life contexts (Yin, 2009), namely the use of the
Redmond et al. (2018) framework by a group of educators pivoting to online
teaching. The project had two layers: the educators’ learning, and how they
applied the framework’s elements/practices to their learning and teaching. The
methodology involved four phases: (1) recruitment; (2) orientation/learning and
application; (3) data collection; and (4) analysis. These phases were enacted after
ethics approval (H20REA130).

Ten participants were recruited, through the webinars about the Redmond et al.
(2018) framework and through information sent to professional networks and social
media. The participants were in five locations (England, Scotland, Wales, Nigeria, and
South Africa) with varied experiences in online teaching: five novices, two with a little
experience, and three working in learning design and supporting academic staff. Apart
from the varied geographical locations, the group was diverse: from different disciplines
and institutions and teaching different courses at different levels. However, they all had a
desire to know more about online teaching.

During the orientation/application phase, participants learnt about the Redmond et al.
(2018) framework through a range of mechanisms: webinars, readings, discussions with
members of the research team. They engaged in reflection and evaluation of their own
practices, making notes about the framework’s efficacy and practices as they developed
and refined their online course/s during July to September 2020. Data collection at
this stage relied on research team notes and artefacts (e.g., PowerPoint slides, teaching
notes).

Table 1. Redmond et al.’s (2018) Elements and Illustrative Indicators for
Online Engagement.
Elements Illustrative Indicators

Social Building community
Creating a sense of belonging
Developing relationships
Establishing trust

Cognitive Thinking critically
Activating metacognition
Integrating ideas
Justifying decisions
Developing deep discipline understandings
Distributing expertise

Behavioural Developing academic skills
Identifying opportunities and challenges
Developing multidisciplinary skills
Developing agency
Upholding online learning norms
Supporting and encouraging peers

Collaborative Learning with peers
Relating to faculty members
Connecting to institutional opportunities
Developing professional networks

Emotional Managing expectations
Articulating assumptions
Recognising motivations
Committing to learning
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Data collection for the overall project involved semi-structured interviews (Barbour &
Schostak, 2005). Each interview took approximately 45 minutes, with questions exploring
participants’ experiences as online educators, their use of the framework and its per-
ceived utility in planning for learning, building confidence and competence in online
pedagogy, and supporting student engagement. The interviews were recorded and
transcribed.

Data analysis began with a priori coding of the transcripts using Redmond et al.’s
(2018) online engagement framework (see Table 1). This was followed by a filtering
process that determined categories as well as conceptual elements based on the concep-
tual framework (Kalantzis & Cope, 2005). The next step was a final examination of the
transcripts to identify any patterns or outliers beyond the a priori code. Two members
of the research team completed the coding to enhance consistency.

Findings and discussion

The educators’ learning

The orientation phase involved the participants in learning about the Redmond et al.
(2018) framework. In terms of the conceptual framework (Kalantzis & Cope, 2005),
the participants’ learning involved conceptualising (input from webinars, readings, anno-
tated PowerPoint slides), experiencing (learning by doing: using the online engagement
framework in their planning), analysing (self-reflections, critique of the framework), and
applying (using the framework in their planning/teaching). In other words, the partici-
pants’ learning covered the full range of learning processes described by Kalantzis and
Cope (2005).

This learning occurred in contexts characterised by enforced change and, in some
cases, anxiety. As one of the participants noted, the framework was helpful because it
gave ‘something really concrete that they can do in their practice’. In particular, ‘some
of these things don’t need our explicit attention’ in face-to-face situations, but the struc-
ture is useful when moving to online teaching. Similarly, another participant said: ‘I love
a bit of a framework. I love a bit of order.’

In fact, all participants discussed the utility of the Redmond et al. (2018) frame-
work which, for some, served as a structure in the absence of institutional guidance
and training. Specifically, the framework assisted planning and facilitated learning,
applying, evaluating, and reflecting on online student engagement. For many partici-
pants, the framework provided ‘a structured way to reflect on what we’re doing’ and
‘a useful tool to do self-assessment, self-analysis, identify a few things to look at to
try a bit more’. In relation to learning, this suggested that the initial input from the
research team fostered further opportunities for the participants to learn, via experi-
encing, analysing, and applying their learning to their own practices (Kalantzis &
Cope, 2005).

The participants’ learning, however, also involved a second layer: considerations of
their students’ learning. In talking about their students, the participants focused on
their observations of how students engaged with course materials and activities, how
they responded to particular aspects of course design, and comments from the students.
This is evident in the following sections.
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Focusing on student engagement

At the outset, we realised that the research group was diverse and was operating in a wide
range of contexts. Despite the diversity, the analysis of their interview transcripts revealed
consistency in several of the codes and engagement examples. The initial coding ident-
ified the participants’ references to the indicators of Redmond et al.’s (2018) framework.
Table 2 displays the frequency for each of the online engagement elements and related
indicators. We have restricted discussion to those with frequencies of eight or more.

What is perhaps surprising is that none of the indicators for cognitive engagement
(Redmond et al., 2018) scored highly. This was possibly explained by one participant’s
perception that ‘the main focus of teaching’ is typically ‘the cognitive side’, in that the
participant’s faculty prior to COVID-19 addressed ‘the social, emotional side’ through
on-campus social events. The framework brought those elements into course design
considerations.

Another participant highlighted that collecting evidence about ‘cognitive engagement
is more tricky because you don’t see what’s happening inside their minds’. In compari-
son, ‘behavioural change is easy to identify… you can observe your students’. This par-
ticipant also argued that the framework’s inclusion of social and emotional engagement
gave educators ‘permission, as it were’ to incorporate them into their teaching: ‘You were
right to feel this way and you’re right to act on it; it does help students’.

According to one participant, another challenge was separating the elements of
engagement, because they seemed inter-related: ‘They’re developing the cognitive
engagement through collaboration and the social engagement might contribute to the
emotional engagement… You’re not just addressing one dimension or one element of
the framework’. Another participant agreed: ‘They do overlap’.

Table 2. Frequencies of the Redmond et al. (2018) Online Engagement Indicators.
Elements Indicators Frequencies

Social engagement Building community 15
Creating a sense of belonging 12
Developing relationships 8
Establishing trust 9

Cognitive engagement Thinking critically 3
Activating metacognition 6
Integrating ideas 0
Justifying decisions 3
Developing deep discipline understandings 3
Distributing expertise 5

Behavioural engagement Developing academic skills 8
Identifying opportunities and challenges 0
Developing multidisciplinary skills 0
Developing agency 5
Upholding online learning norms 15
Supporting and encouraging peers 1

Collaborative engagement Learning with peers 12
Relating to faculty members 1
Connecting to institutional opportunities 0
Developing professional networks 3

Emotional engagement Managing expectations 15
Articulating assumptions 2
Recognising motivation 2
Committing to learning 6
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Another participant was adamant that ‘we don’t really cognitively engage our learners.
We talk at them’. As a result, the emergency move to online was a positive, because it
‘shone a light on how poor the infrastructure around remote distance learning education
was’. This reflection on practice, particularly in relation to ‘how little maybe we did
around the social and the emotional stuff,’ highlighted possible actions for facilitating
student engagement.

Social engagement: building community and creating a sense of belonging

While participants took varied approaches, all discussed the importance of establish-
ing an environment of trust. For example, one participant explained that small class
size meant that breakout rooms could not be employed in synchronous class meetings
in Zoom. To provide students with space to talk openly during class, the participant
had ‘no qualms about turning my camera off and leaving for 10 minutes and telling
them that I’m leaving’. The participant further explained that the students ‘know that
I’m not just there and spying on them’, and that ‘I’m going to leave so can you
monitor and see what’s going on and note down where people are struggling.
When I come back, you can tell me where we need to do more work and in what
areas’.

Indeed, building or maintaining relationships was made more difficult because
technology was generally the only form of communication. However, the educators
used a range of strategies to enhance relationships, such as breakout rooms, where
students were more likely to keep their cameras on. Building community was
evident in the transcripts. One participant described intentionally and frequently
mixing students and allowing additional time in their small groups and pairs to estab-
lish rapport. Students were also invited to continue conversations using WhatsApp or
WeChat messaging systems. As one participant explained: ‘They’ve often come to me
… saying over the weekend somebody asked about this and we’re all struggling with
this’. Another participant used WhatsApp to connect students, build community in
the virtual classroom, and convey course content to students in remote areas
where Internet access was limited. In one location, email on smartphones also
helped students access information. For some institutions with high numbers of stu-
dents who did not have English as their first language, social media assisted with
communication.

To build a sense of belonging, other participants instigated strategies to build rapport
and model behaviours for engaging. For example, one participant used class forums, par-
ticularly at the beginning of the semester, to recognise and amplify student contributions
while modelling how students might make connections to readings and resources: ‘This
is your answer, and this is good for these reasons, but have a look at this and see how you
could make it more in-depth’.

In the examples described by participants, they used strategies that fitted Kalantzis
et al.’s (2005) learning process of conceptualising with students: directly teaching and
modelling skills and behaviours, to build belonging, trust, and rapport, and to develop
relationships (Redmond et al., 2018). Ultimately, these actions were designed to help stu-
dents engage in learning.
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Behavioural engagement: upholding online learning norms

The approaches used by participants to engage and communicate with students also con-
tributed to upholding online learning norms. The prevalence of this indicator was not
unexpected, as most courses taught by the participants shifted to online. The enrolled
students had not necessarily sought out online study, so the emergency transition
necessitated communication about foundational aspects of online learning, presence,
and engagement.

The participants used different strategies, from reminding students at the beginning of
synchronous class sessions about the course’s purpose to having planned reminders and
prompting students to meet assessment deadlines. One participant made sure that stu-
dents were provided with ‘a model… so that they’re able to use that to then shape
their own behaviour’. This seemed to work: ‘I have noticed that their contributions
have been really good and solid… since I’ve provided this model’.

One participant described ‘student syndrome’, the tendency to complete work just
before a deadline, such as last-minute cramming. The challenge had become significantly
more prevalent in the online environment, as students no longer had opportunities to
interact informally with the educator around upcoming assignments and due dates.
Another participant had similar concerns, because with ‘quite a few of them… it’s
taken a lot of prompting to get them to try… doing things’. This participant spent
time emailing students, saying ‘the formal deadline is January but this is based on stuff
I taught you in October, so you should aim to complete it at the end of October’.
These actions seemed necessary because the move to online had removed interactions
in ‘the lecture room’ which often led to discussions about ‘I’ve done this, have you
done that?’ The participants’ discussions seemed to reflect You’s (2016) highlighting of
poor student self-efficacy in the online space.

One participant talked about developing multiple checkpoints for assessment, to
bring a ‘kind of gamification approach’ to the course to incentivise students to com-
plete tasks promptly, including formative assessment. For example, a quiz worth 2% of
course marks replaced some of the feedback loops that were easily activated in face-to-
face situations. As the participant explained: ‘It also means that I can let them do it
multiple times if they want to, because each time they do it they’ll get a different
question’.

Participants discussed the need for managing expectations regarding behaviours
related to engagement. One explained how students were helped to understand the
expectations for engagement in online synchronous lectures, in comparison to what
they might have been accustomed to in traditional face-to-face classrooms. While
the result sometimes involved students interrupting the educator, it was apparent
that reinforcing the expectations and guidelines improved engagement as the semester
progressed, because the students ‘loosened up.’ In contrast, another participant
quipped that occasionally students were a bit too relaxed and required some instruc-
tion on ‘appropriate dress or lack of it’ and online behaviour, particularly while on
camera.

Many participants expected students to appear on camera during synchronous class
meetings. They reflected on the challenges associated with this. For example, one partici-
pant explained that, despite efforts to build community in afirst-year course, it was difficult
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to get students to turn on cameras and microphones during class: ‘They’ve not met each
other, whereas my second and third years [who had previously studied on campus],
they’re interacting. They know each other’s voices. They’re familiar with each other.
They’ve already got that element of friendship…whereas our new students don’t’.

The educators’moves to incorporate behavioural engagement involved direct teaching
and modelling of appropriate behaviours (conceptualising), creating experiencing
(doing) activities, and building a sense of belonging.

Collaborative engagement: learning with peers

Many of the practice examples discussed by the participants emphasised collaborative
engagement (Redmond et al., 2018) aimed at fostering learning with peers. While their
teaching spanned different disciplines and levels, they all included some synchronous
activities incorporating ‘a lot of peer learning’. For example, one participant described
creating a shared document for engaging students in personal reflection, then
encouraging the students ‘to respond to each other’s ideas and build out each
other’s ideas’.

Another participant shared an approach to conveying course content in the new,
online study environment:

Our focus was not on limiting the content; it was about providing the content through facili-
tated group discussions because the alternative is that if you limit content, you have the
potential then to limit the outcomes associated with the learning.

In other words, this participant used collaborative engagement and opportunities to learn
with peers to cover more content than might have been possible in face-to-face situ-
ations. Thus, collaborative learning unfolded organically, contributing to the students’
cognitive development.

Another participant described intentionally designing a course using a ‘flipped
approach’. Specifically, the students were provided content before the synchronous
course meetings, which ‘gave me the space to be able to create more collaborative
tasks’. The participant ‘was able to foster that collaborative element when they’re all at
the same time online and nurture that collaboration by taking away time where pre-
viously… I would have been potentially lecturing at them’. The participant asked stu-
dents to read a section and reconstruct the text collaboratively in a breakout room.
Another approach involved assigning students to breakout groups and asking them to
find and evaluate three sources on a particular topic.

In addition to encouraging students to learn from and with peers, one participant
described the engagement observed when tutors were present in their online course,
saying it was ‘much more lively than the lectures’. In these interactions, students maxi-
mised their time online, going beyond reviewing information and ideas that had been
covered in the class, which ‘wasn’t just about the discussion; it was about the peer-to-
peer learning aspects’.

In their discussions of collaborative engagement, it was evident that the educators
were able to move away from conceptualising activities and include activities that incor-
porated experiencing and analysing (Kalantzis & Cope, 2005). The participants’ descrip-
tions suggested that hands-on learning with peers was helpful.
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Emotional engagement: managing expectations

For emotional engagement (Redmond et al., 2018), one participant highlighted the
importance of developing a ‘warmer environment’ and ‘bringing the familiar’ into learn-
ing. This seemed to reflect the Kalantzis and Cope (2005) notion of belonging, especially
in relation to the study environment described by the participant: ‘Students are coming to
the online space against a background, against a world behind them which is in chaos,
and they want something much more warm’. Students had told the participant that
‘we walk into an online space and it’s exactly the same as everybody else’s and it’s
cold’. This offered a rationale for building emotional engagement and ‘trying to get
that level of connection’. One participant explained that, in a sense, students were in
‘stages of grief for the experience that they have lost’.

The participants provided examples of how they communicated and managed expec-
tations of their students and themselves. For example, one participant used the first 10
minutes of online tutorials to simply ask students ‘where are you at?’ By giving
purpose and value to emotional and personal connections, the participant helped to
build emotional engagement. One participant emphasised the ‘personalised part of
their [students’] journey’ as an important aspect of emotional engagement.

Another explained that an expectation-setting exercise reinforced the utility of the
information and ideas in the curricula. In this case, students reflected on what they
studied and learned during a given week and made connections to their personal learning
goals. As one participant explained: ‘I go back to their individual reasons, and I relate it to
the national [educational agenda]’. Another participant’s strategy involved a weekly news
bulletin, with weekly reminders that connected students to expectations for engagement
and progress in their study.

Another participant created a module map that appeared ‘on their home screen when
they open up that module’ and allowed students to track their progress. Its consistent
design reinforced expectations. This participant also asked students periodically how
the course could be more responsive to their individual expectations. Indeed, frequent
check-ins with students was a strategy used by several participants to manage expec-
tations. However, one participant felt guilty about having not checked up with the stu-
dents to find out how they were, because they were suddenly being asked to go back
to their home country.

The participants’ use of emotional engagement was generally focused on the environ-
ment, personalising study for students, and helping students manage expectations. In
terms of learning, this involved consideration of the students’ emotional states and feel-
ings of belonging to their study (Kalantzis & Cope, 2005).

Additional themes associated with pivoting online

In the final step of data analysis, additional themes were identified in the partici-
pants’ talk about their experiences of using the Redmond et al. (2018) framework
for online engagement. The data revealed the intentional ways participants
approached course design, often to humanise the online learning environment
while providing opportunities for collaborative learning and engagement. For
example, one participant shared:

HIGHER EDUCATION RESEARCH & DEVELOPMENT 1603



It wasn’t just about students listening to the recording and then going back and doing their
learning by themselves… I suppose we do encourage independent learning, but part of the
student experience also has that engagement which is something I was scared that students
were not going to have, especially since they were not going to be on campus.

In this case, ‘engagement’ was referring to educator support to ‘have a discussion with
students’, in order to reflect on what they were learning.

To ensure continued student engagement, many of the participants revised aspects of
course design and delivery during the duration of their courses. They also used techno-
logical tools (e.g., Mentimeter) to gather student feedback for continuous course
improvement. Additionally, reflections from students and instructors also provided valu-
able insights. For example, one participant noted: ‘I think good practice is about reflect-
ing, responding, adapting and it just served as a reminder, this isn’t about cognitive
engagement. It’s not just about one thing. It’s also about the opportunity to engage
people in different ways’.

In addition to the general utility of the framework, the participants’ narratives consist-
ently reinforced four significant challenges confronting educators as they moved to
online teaching. First, COVID-19 lockdowns meant an enormous and rapid shift, some-
times with limited time, training and resourcing. Second, the educators were working in
isolation from home, sometimes under increased stress and duress from families in lock-
down. Third, there were issues with connectivity and technological competence, and
fourth, the educators experienced a steep learning curve relating to online teaching
and its associated pedagogical differences from face-to-face teaching. Many participants
reported that educators retreated to didactic and transactional teaching approaches that
were not well suited to the facilitation of online engagement. Indeed, other research
(Adedoyin & Soykan, 2020; Schleicher, 2020) has shown that even experienced online
educators were challenged by logistics, access to digital devices, software licences, Inter-
net bandwidth, intrusion of family or pets, diversity of participants’ attention, and
increased workloads.

Implications, limitations, strengths, and future research

This study, which explored educators’ rapid transition to online teaching during
COVID-19 lockdowns, suggests that the types of activities being used by educators
were consistent with key elements of the Online Engagement Framework, to which
they had been introduced to prior to the data collection via interviews. While it is not
possible from this research to determine the extent to which their online teaching prac-
tices had been directly influenced by their exposure to the framework, nevertheless it is
possible to make some tentative assumptions about the use of such frameworks as train-
ing tools. We therefore suggest that:

. educators moving to online education for the first time may benefit from access to a
framework that can help to guide their reflection and considerations of planning and
teaching.

. directors or leaders of teaching and learning centres could benefit from providing aca-
demic staff with access to such frameworks to support the transition from working
face-to-face to either blended or fully online teaching learning environments.
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. educators may benefit from discussing the elements of online engagement as part of
their professional learning and continuous improvement.

We have been deliberately tentative with these suggestions, as the study had limitations.
One limitation was the small number of participants and the non-generalisable nature of
the findings which represented participants’ perceptions. The second was that the impact
of the pandemic on educational institutions, many with limited pedagogical support for
staff, may have biased the responses of the participants.As well, while the deductive
coding in Table 2 supported the educators’ descriptions of their learning activities and
aligned with many of the elements of the Redmond et al. (2018) framework, it
remains inconclusive whether and to what extent the framework itself may have influ-
enced educators’ practice. This suggests that the model contains categories that may
be helpful to people when learning to teach/shift online. Yet while this may reflect the
need for the structure and practical advice that a framework can offer at such a time
of change and uncertainty, to be more conclusive, this aspect would need to be explored
more comprehensively in future research.

To offset its limitations the study had several strengths. Strengths included the inter-
national cohort of participants across multiple disciplines, their detailed insights into
their lived experiences, and the practical nature of the project. At a time when all univer-
sities were struggling with the technical and pedagogical implications of moving tra-
ditional teaching to online, this study provides useful insights into the research
participants’ practices when pivoting to online design.

Conclusion

This project resulted from the rapid, global shift to online teaching that accompanied
national shutdowns caused by COVID-19. Online offerings continue in many univer-
sities as they try to rationalise their delivery systems, and online education requires a
solid evidence base to support its viability and deal with the challenges experienced by
educators. The findings of this study have added to the growing body of literature on
emergency remote teaching. These findings provide insight into the lived experiences
of ten educators as they dealt with the enforced move to online teaching.

The project introduced the participating educators to Redmond et al.’s (2018) online
engagement framework and highlighted the various strategies these educators were using
to encourage online student engagement and student learning. While this research was
not designed to establish a causal link between the introduction of the framework and
educator strategies, the deductive coding (see Table 2) indicated that learning about
the framework may have influenced practice to some extent, thus illustrating some align-
ment with elements of the Redmond et al. (2018) framework. However, it remains incon-
clusive whether and to what extent the framework itself may have influenced educators’
practice. The overall effectiveness of the framework and its capacity to positively
influence online learning and engagement strategies amongst educators into the future
thus needs to be the focus of future research. Such research could investigate a larger
pool of participants and how discipline differences impact on the pivot to online teach-
ing. We also recognise that there needs to be a specific evaluation of the Redmond et al.
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(2018) framework’s usefulness and efficacy and its performance in relation to other fra-
meworks that are on offer.
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