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Abstract 

This research was conceptualised to enhance the educational experience of first-year 

undergraduate students. The massification of higher education has meant that first-year 

students are often commonly taught with students from different faculties in large lecture 

theatres. As the drive towards an outcome-based student-centred approach to teaching 

and learning gathers pace, the challenge for lecturers is how to achieve this when faced 

with very large student numbers from diverse backgrounds and abilities.  

The aim of this research was to explore how the benefits of technology could be harnessed 

to meet this challenge. A Community of Inquiry theoretical framework guided the design 

of a new revamped macroeconomics module to develop a blended learning course. A 

purposeful sample of approximately one hundred first-year full-time students and twenty-

five part-time students undertook the course of which ninety-five consented to their data 

being used in this research. The course was delivered over a thirteen-week semester in a 

private higher education college.  

The research was conducted using a mixed-methods methodology. Quantitative data were 

collected using The Study Process Questionnaire, student engagement online and student 

assessment grades. Qualitative data were collected via focus group discussions with the 

various student cohorts which participated in the research.  

The quantitative results suggested that students who actively engaged online did become 

deeper learners over the semester and their grades were significantly better than students 

who did not engage online. The findings from the focus group discussions were very 

illuminating. Four strong themes emerged, representing the aspects of the online 

dimension to the module which students found the most valuable: the teaching and 

learning environment; supportive learning environment; reinforcement of learning; and 

heterogeneity of resources. Students particularly valued the feedback loops which the 
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blended environment provided and the link which this gave them to the lecturer and to 

fellow students.  

 

A suggested model for developing online courses emerged from the research findings 

(Table 6-1) which embodies the essence of the Community of Inquiry model. The 

application of the theory in a classroom setting by the researcher has inspired novice 

lecturers to embrace technology, and gradually champions of blended learning are 

emerging on campus. The findings from this research will continue to facilitate the 

development of blended modules in the college, with additions to the repertoire of 

activities continuously developing. 
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1 Introduction 
 
1.1 Introduction 

 

Third level education has changed dramatically over the past twenty years. Higher 

participation rates, greater student diversity, both culturally and academically and a move 

away from the old-style didactic approaches to teaching towards a student-centred one, 

have all impacted on the classroom experience of both student and lecturer (Biggs and 

Tang, 2011; EHEA, 2015; Toohey, 2010). McWilliams (2008) identified the challenges 

lecturers face in teaching in a ‘post-millennial social world’ where many variables impact 

on the teaching experience. She suggested that teaching should evolve as the class 

dynamic takes shape and should not be ‘locked in’ in advance of engagement; however, 

lecturers can struggle to make this adjustment as they navigate the process often in the 

absence of a useful framework or sufficient encouragement or training (Clarke et al., 

2015; Kinman, 2008). Toohey (2010) cited one of the main advantages college lecturers 

have over teachers in the school system as freedom in the choice of texts, class content, 

activities, pedagogical practices and course design, a characteristic which should lead to 

a very dynamic and engaging learning space, yet, despite advances in technology and the 

opportunities technology provides, college lectures are still often reminiscent of lecture 

theatres many years ago where large lecture halls dominated the teaching space. This can 

be particularly true in undergraduate classes and especially first-year classes where 

student enrolment can be very high, and students from different disciplines are often 

commonly taught. Students also face a very different teaching and learning experience 

compared with what they would have experienced in the school system. The larger 

participation rates inevitably have led to larger class sizes, where the resultant diversity 

in abilities represented has led to problems for both students and teachers (Clarke et al., 

2015). Lecturers can feel ineffective as feedback from students is difficult to establish 

and students can feel de-motivated by the passive teaching approach adopted (Biggs and 

Tang, 2011). 

 

Lecturers often teach as they were taught, emulating ‘good’ teachers they themselves had 

at college, and are sometimes reluctant to change their pedagogical practices, particularly 

ones that involve emerging technologies (Carr-Chellman, 2000; Gardiner, 1998; Rovai 

and Jordan, 2004), yet pedagogical approaches have become more diversified and 



 
 

2 

technologically focussed (Clarke et al., 2015). While lecturer inertia has been cited as a 

potential obstacle to change in the classroom, current evidence in higher education (HE) 

settings would dispute this tendency towards inertia in teaching practice as government 

agencies empowered with the task to embed good teaching and learning practices are 

flourishing. The National Forum for the Enhancement of Teaching and Learning in 

Higher Education is the national body responsible for leading and advising on the 

enhancement of teaching and learning in Irish higher education. It was established in 2013 

and its growth attests to the great demand by lecturers to engage and develop their 

pedagogical practices (National Forum, 2018). This raises the question: how can 

lecturers, faced with large heterogeneous classes, adapt their pedagogy to allow a more 

student-centred teaching and learning experience? 

 

The drivers of higher education (HE) in Ireland all emphasise the need for students to be 

able to think critically, analyse data and synthesise and draw together diverse ideas so 

they are workplace-ready as graduates (DES, 2011). In order to provide a teaching 

environment that will develop these skills in our students, we as lecturers must understand 

how students learn and appreciate that the approach to learning adopted by students is 

highly correlated with the pedagogical approach adopted in the classroom (Biggs and 

Tang, 2011; Kember et al., 1997). With the ‘massification’ of HE- a term used to describe 

the increase in the number of students attending HE- a trend which emerged towards the 

end of the twentieth century (Scott, 1995), the diversity within each class setting is 

growing which means that ‘a one-size-fits-all’ pedagogical approach is no longer 

sufficient.  

 

1.2 The framework of higher education in Ireland and Europe 

 
To appreciate fully the many challenges lecturers and students face within the current HE 

domain, an understanding of the existing system of education in Ireland is worth 

exploring. The current framework within which HE in Ireland operates emanated from 

the establishment of the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) which was established 

in 1999 when Ireland, and 29 other European countries came together to sign the Bologna 

declaration. For the previous eighteen years, countries within the European Union worked 

to create a framework of HE within Europe based on common key values such as freedom 

of expression, autonomy for institutions, independent student unions, academic freedom 

and free movement of students and staff (EHEA, 2017). The Bologna declaration was 
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initially signed by 29 countries but has since grown to include 48 countries which 

continue to advance integration of their education systems. In the Republic of Ireland, the 

body responsible for the implementation of EHEA policy is Quality and Qualifications 

Ireland (QQI).  

 

The implementation of the Bologna initiative within Europe meant that higher education 

institutions needed to move away from a hitherto curriculum-driven approach to 

education to one where learning outcomes replaced content as the indicator of course 

completion. This was necessary as a means of accreditation, so that once a student had 

achieved certain learning outcomes in one jurisdiction, accreditation could be awarded 

which allowed students to progress their studies in a different jurisdiction. This move 

altered the emphasis in education from a lecturer-centred approach to a student-centred 

approach to teaching and learning. The collaborative nature fostered via the Bologna 

process heralded a new era in HE where lecturers and college authorities no longer 

worked alone to direct academic progress. The input of all stakeholders, students and 

employers, were cited as vital to good programme design.  

 
There should be input from all stakeholders, including learners and employers, in the 
design of programme outcomes – this should help to generate a shared understanding 
of the terminology describing the key concepts and to demonstrate the benefits to 
stakeholders as well as link programmes to the real needs and roles of graduates. It 
should also ensure that learning outcomes are clear to, understood by, and benefit, 
all stakeholders. We should remember that this is a two-way process – universities 
do not simply provide graduates for the labour market - their graduates also shape 
the labour market. � 

(The Bologna Process, 2008, p.4) 

A primary goal of the EHEA is ‘to engage in a process of voluntary convergence and 

coordinated reform of our higher education systems’ (Yerevan Communiqué, 2015, p.1). 

A framework of degree qualifications (Appendix 1) consisting of three tiers [bachelor, 

masters and doctorate] facilitated through the European Credit Transfer System (ECTS), 

provides a relatively seamless transfer mechanism within and between member states’ 

HE institutions. This has led to a change in the makeup of the typical university 

classroom. No longer do a cohort of students begin college life together and seamlessly 

progress as a unit through to graduation, rather the class dynamic changes as students join 

and leave intermittently over the duration of the programme. This facet of modern college 

life means that standards and qualifications need to be standardised and integrated across 
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the members of the EHEA to facilitate this migration of students. To this end the recent 

communiqué by the EHEA has specified that:  

Enhancing the quality and relevance of learning and teaching is the main mission of 
the EHEA. We will encourage and support higher education institutions and staff in 
promoting pedagogical innovation in student-centred learning environments and in 
fully exploiting the potential benefits of digital technologies for learning and 
teaching. 

(Yerevan Communiqué, 2015, p.2) 
 

While some educationalists viewed the impact of globalisation practices [where the 

interpretation of globalisation used here draws on the work of Currie and Newson (1998, 

p.2) where they argue that universities ‘are rapidly changing, being restructured, and 

adopting practices that are more commonly found in businesses’] as having a negative 

impact on learning and reducing the autonomy of teachers and institutions, others saw an 

opportunity for educationists to explore new approaches to their practice in order to 

harness the advantages these new developments provided. Colleges saw this as a potential 

new revenue stream to mitigate falling central funding (Clancy, 2015).  

 

One of the by-products of the Bologna process was an increase in the attractiveness of 

studying in different countries throughout a student’s college career. The standardisation 

of qualifications also meant that a level 81 degree from a college in Ireland had the same 

currency as a level 8 degree from any university within the EHEA area and was also 

recognised as an entry requirement to Masters programmes across and within member 

states. Coupled with increased interest from EU students who wished to study here, 

Ireland, as an English-speaking country, was also seen as very attractive to non-EU 

students as a place to complete a third level qualification. The synchronisation of 

standards across Europe had advantages for both state universities and private colleges, 

both of which now capitalised on the opportunities this increased pool of students and its 

associated revenue stream provided (Clancy, 2015). 

 

Table 1-1 illustrates the changing mix of student ethnicity over the past 10 years in Irish 

HE institutions. A distinction is drawn in the table between non-government funded HE 

institutions [essentially private colleges] and state-funded colleges as this illustrates the 

divergence in student cohorts within each and also the changing trends over the last ten 

years.  

                                                
1 Level 8 degree equates to an honours degree on the QQI framework of qualifications 
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Domicile of 

origin of 3rd level 

students in 

Ireland (Full-

time) 

All Third level 

institutions 

% change Non-government 

funded 3rd level 

institutions 

% change 

Year 2016 2006  2016 2006  

All 188178 145283 +30% 8328 7163 +16% 

Ireland 164308 131627 +25% 4926 3847 +28% 

EU27 170002 136683 +24% 5478 4082 +34% 

Asia 8332 4318 +93% 1092 2195 -50% 

Other 9844 4282 +229% 1758 786 +224 

 (CSO, 2017) 

Table 1-1  The changing demographic of third level students in Ireland 2006-2016 

In 2016, 13% of students in State universities were non-Irish whereas in non-aided 

colleges this figure was 40%. This discrepancy is partially explained by the fact that State- 

funded universities cost Irish students approximately €3500 to attend and often have 

superior resources to private colleges which cost students approximately €5000. [A 

government subvention to all students in State-run universities is not given to students 

who attend private colleges, though some tax relief is available.] Conversely, non-EU 

students who receive no government grants would find the fees in private colleges less 

than state universities; however, as Table 1-1 suggests, the State universities are still 

attracting increasing numbers of non-EU students. As funding for HE decreased over the 

past 20 years, colleges have capitalised on the opportunities foreign students’ fees provide 

(Clarke et al., 2015).   

 

The large percentage of non-Irish students attending colleges in Ireland poses a problem 

for lecturers who traditionally taught fairly homogenous groups of students. This change 

in the mix of students necessitates a change in how we as lecturers teach and 

professionally address students’ needs. The following section isolates some of the issues 

that have arisen as student participation rates and student composition have changed. 
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1.3 The growth of higher education in Ireland and its changing composition 

 
The growth in participation rates in HE began in Ireland in the 1960s as the government 

of the day recognised the need to move from an insular, self-sufficient, protectionist 

ideology to one that embraced free trade and the promotion of foreign direct investment. 

In 1965 free post primary education was introduced in Ireland, which led to an 

extraordinary expansion in educational engagement (Walsh, 2009). This change in 

educational policy dovetailed with increased emphasis on investment in human capital as 

a means of achieving economic prosperity in the Organization for Economic Co-

operation and Development (OECD). Trow (1974) highlighted many of the problems 

higher participation rates at university can have on the HE organisations and the staff. 

Among these he mentioned that large class sizes can change the teacher-student dynamic 

such that it is now more difficult to foster that mentoring role which socialises students 

into the academic world. Likewise, the increase in staff needed to facilitate this growth 

can change the culture and norms in an institution. He acknowledged that while high 

growth rates increase the chances for academic innovation, ‘they also weaken the forms 

and processes by which teachers and students are inducted into a community of scholars 

during periods of stability or slow growth’ (p. 2). Trow’s words date from 1974; since 

then the growth has been even greater and the diversity of the student cohort has also 

become much greater, magnifying the issues he highlighted. He recognised that as HE 

expands, the ‘emotional’ distance between staff and colleagues and students grows, which 

negatively impacts on the function of HE institutions. In his work, which discussed the 

move from elite to mass education, he posed a very interesting question, which underpins 

much of this research, namely,  

 
How successfully, through what institutions and mechanisms, does a system 
continue to perform elite functions when the emphasis of the system has shifted to 
the forms and functions of mass higher education?  

(Trow, 1974, p.20) 
 
In Ireland we have seen such a transition in HE; it has grown from a situation where there 

were five universities and a number of teacher training colleges, totalling 18,127 

undergraduates in 1965, to over 40 institutions comprising seven universities, 14 institutes 

of technology (IoTs) and over 20 other third-level colleges that together facilitate a total 

student body in excess of 222,618 in 2016, a 10-fold increase in the third level student 

population (OECD, 2011; HEA, 2016, Clarke et al., 2015).  
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The Higher Education Authority (HEA) has overall responsibility for the effective 

governance and regulation of the higher education system in Ireland. They work primarily 

with the seven universities, the 14 IoTs and five affiliated colleges. The private HE sector 

has traditionally been very limited in Ireland, comprising the Royal College of Surgeons 

and some seminaries; however, more recently, for-profit private colleges have emerged as 

fairly significant providers of degrees at all levels on the NFQ framework. These colleges 

tend to emphasise teaching rather than research, often in disciplines like business, law and 

the humanities that tend to be less costly to deliver (Clancy, 2015). These private colleges 

are excluded from any State funding and their students do not qualify for any maintenance 

grants though they have gained some State recognition through their involvement with 

Quality and Qualifications Ireland (QQI), the Irish state agency with responsibility for 

awarding degrees, maintaining standards and validating programmes on the NFQ. The 

universities and IoTs can award their own degrees, so QQI, the regulatory arm of the HEA, 

awards degrees to students in private colleges. Clancy (2015, p.32) noted that ‘the most 

poorly documented element of higher education in Ireland is the privately funded sector’. 

As Table 1-1 illustrated, private colleges constituted approximately 5% of all registered 

full-time students, and given the lack of State grants given to these students, it is reasonable 

to assume that the admission rates for non-Irish-born students tend to be much higher in 

private colleges than in the State-funded sector. Apart from this demographic difference, 

private colleges have experienced the same changes in the teaching and learning 

environment as other colleges and universities.  

 

While many changes have occurred in HE from a structural perspective since the Bologna 

process began, the changes experienced by students and educational professionals in the 

classroom has been just as stark. In conjunction with the increased participation rates, the 

HE system has also experienced a huge change in the composition of the student body. No 

longer are students in Irish universities and colleges predominantly straight in from 

secondary school but rather a typical university class could also include mature learners, 

international exchange students and international full-time students choosing to study in 

Ireland. Combined with this, a first-year group could include students enrolled on degree 

and certificate courses, as many pathways now exist to progress through the college 

system, and teaching such diverse groups simultaneously can be challenging for academics 

(Clarke et al., 2015). These issues are developed further in chapter two but they do impact 

on the role of teaching and learning at college.  
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1.4 Drivers of change in higher education in Ireland 

 
Reports from Ireland and the EU all emphasise the need to embrace this changing 

landscape of education to ensure students optimise their time at university (DES2, 2011; 

ESU, 2010). The Hunt report (2011) urged teachers in HE to stimulate active, not passive, 

student engagement, to create an environment where students are encouraged to be 

critical thinkers and lifelong learners. Higher education institutions need to prepare 

students for the workplace where generic skills such as analytical skills, critical thinking, 

the ability to think creatively and apply theory to find solutions are seen as key graduate 

attributes. The teaching and learning environment is pivotal to this, as teachers need to 

adopt new teaching techniques in order to deal with this changing vista (Tynjala, 1999). 

The European Student’s Union (ESU, 2010) produced a Toolkit for Students, Staff and 

Higher Education Institutions on Student-Centred Learning (SCL) while Hunt (2011, 

p.52) also emphasised the need for a student-centred approach to teaching while 

acknowledging that ‘large group teaching, supplemented by tutorials and laboratory 

sessions, will continue to dominate teaching, it will be increasingly complemented with 

more collaborative approaches to teaching such as online forums, discussion groups and 

problem based learning pedagogies’.  

 

SCL highlights the need for active rather than passive learning, deep rather than surface 

learning, student accountability for their own learning, student autonomy, collaboration 

between teacher and student, and ongoing reflective practice by both the teacher and 

learner (Biggs and Tang, 2011; Hunt , 2011; Race, 2001). The challenge in HE is that the 

transition to this student-centred paradigm requires a change in the teaching and learning 

approach to education by both students and lecturers. Students enter college from diverse 

cultural backgrounds, often leaving a system of secondary education which was 

curriculum-driven and didactically taught, and hope to leave college work-ready into a 

world where traditional information no longer has the currency it once had (McWilliams, 

2007). The workplaces to which current graduates aspire, require employees to work in 

environments where technology, innovation, problem-solving and design coalesce. Text-

                                                
2 The National Strategy report (DES, 2011) is frequently referred to as the Hunt Report 
after its Chairperson, Dr Colin Hunt. 
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book knowledge no longer holds the elevated position it once held and the new world 

order holds the attributes mentioned above as more desirable (Pink, 2005).  

 

The experiences in Irish colleges mirror what has been occurring in universities in the 

United States of America, Australia and the United Kingdom for many years. Higher 

participation rates, high attrition rates, more demands on staff and greater diversity in the 

classroom, both culturally and academically, have all led to copious research on how we, 

as academics and college administrators, can alleviate some of these problems. All of this 

is occurring in Ireland against a background of austerity in public finances. This lack of 

funding does limit the amount of capital funding available in these colleges; however, it 

also means that more innovative methods of teaching and learning, which draw on 

existing technologies or freely available resources, are more fully explored. The fact that 

private colleges are not eligible to apply for any European funding means that academics 

within this sphere of HE tend to spend proportionately more time teaching than their 

university counterparts. It is widely assumed that academics in Europe spend 40% of their 

time teaching, 40% on research and 20% on administration (Kwiek and Antonowicz, 

2013). With this 40% research time reduced, academics in private colleges tend to 

prioritise teaching.  

 

A recent study by Clarke et al. (2015), as part of a collaborative European project 

supported by the European Science Foundation and the Irish Research Council (IRC), 

found that lecturers at Irish universities found their jobs a source of strain (38%, p.17), 

that engaging with students electronically was important (92%, p.18) and over 63% 

viewed technology for teaching positively. The Irish Student Survey Evaluation (ISSE, 

2017) also highlighted the aspects of HE which students valued such as effective teaching, 

linking knowledge to the real world, technology-enhanced learning and quality 

interactions. Students preferred small group teaching where discussions and questions 

could be explored. Students in this survey also requested more direction on how to 

optimise self-directed study and a more authoritarian approach to attendance, group work 

and tutor meetings. It is clear from these findings that often those aspects of college life 

that cause stress to lecturers [large class sizes for example] are also those aspects which 

students struggle with.  
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1.5 Context and rationale for this study 

 
Where in the past a ‘good lecturer’ was expected to be a subject expert and a good 

communicator, now a lecturer is often tasked with additional responsibilities quite outside 

their academic domain. These responsibilities can include pastoral care of students, 

retention issues, optimising student satisfaction with their chosen course, along with 

online support, enhanced teaching materials, interactive classrooms, and availability 

outside of working hours (Biggs and Tang, 2011). The Hunt report (2011) recognised the 

changing face of higher education and emphasised the need for change based on robust 

research in the scholarship of teaching and learning. Teacher research conducted within 

their own classroom is increasingly seen as valid and authentic research that provides 

valuable insights into the effectiveness of new pedagogical practices in context (Kemmis 

et al., 2014; McNiff, 2013; Norton, 2009). Profuse volumes of research have been 

conducted on and with first-year university students, with themes ranging from the 

transition to college, access and retention rates to student experiences, to name but a few, 

all adding to the body of knowledge concerning this cohort of students (Byrne and 

McCoy, 2017; Cleary et al., 2009; Cullinan et al., 2013). More recently, research on the 

use of technology to enhance the teaching and learning environment for both students and 

lecturers has also flourished (Akyol and Garrison, 2011; Garrison and Kanuka, 2004; 

Vaughan et al., 2013; Vaughan and Cloutier, 2017) 

 

This changing face of HE both in terms of student composition and the shift towards a 

student-centred approach to teaching has led many lecturers to question how best to 

provide an educational experience to their students. Coupled with this, colleges, 

particularly those that receive no State aid, seek to optimise the opportunities the digital 

age provides in the teaching and learning space to increase student numbers, retention 

and hence revenue. These opportunities range from improving face-to-face teaching to 

the opportunity to reach more students by providing an education to those students who 

cannot physically attend college. Underpinning all this transformation in education is the 

concept of student engagement, where fully-engaged students go beyond merely 

engaging in their studies but become active co-creators of knowledge, taking ownership 

of their learning and becoming the fabric of the university rather than students of the 

university (Fielding, 2006).  
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This research investigates whether technology can bridge the schism that Trow alluded 

to between students and teachers that massification of HE has created and recreate the 

intimate space elite universities once provided. The use of content management systems 

(CMS) and their associated online platforms allow for much more lecturer-student and 

student-student interactions. First-year students in large lecture theatres, although they 

are in a group, have reported that they can feel isolated and alone. The benefits of an 

online dimension could also be harnessed to enhance their socialisation and transition 

into college life.  

 

As this research was in its incubation period, the researcher’s college was also 

investigating ways of expanding the remit of existing courses by utilising technology 

more effectively. These online courses were being developed in parallel with traditional 

face-to-face courses, often doubling up on costs unnecessarily rather than harnessing the 

symbiotic relationships inherent with both modalities of delivery. Blended courses which 

combine face-to-face tuition with online delivery methods provide colleges with 

opportunities to create new revenue sources while also providing a service to potential 

learners who cannot physically attend college. This research investigated how existing 

technology could be harnessed and optimised so that first-year students could maximise 

the benefits of HE while simultaneously providing this lecturer/researcher with an avenue 

to explore new pedagogical practices in line with her beliefs of what a college education 

should provide. 

 

1.6 The research questions  

 

Reason and Marshall (2001) suggested that all good reseach is ‘for me, for us and for 

them’. For ‘me’ the researcher, for ‘us’ the learners and for ‘them’, the broader college 

community and other stakeholders. In this dissertation the research questions mirror these 

audiences. The focus of the research was on the enhancement of first-year students’ 

experience in a large heterogeneous classroom. The aim of the research was to reassess 

the teaching approach currently adopted in this researcher’s classroom and to explore how 

creative applications of existing approaches to teaching could enhance the students’ and 

lecturer’s experience. Having made this change, the researcher explored if greater 

engagement by the students in their own learning occurred, while also investigating if the 

collaborative approach adopted in the teaching methodology moved students to become 
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deeper learners. In conjunction with this, reflections by the lecturer facilitated a 

reconnection with the art of teaching, which has at its core a desire to ensure that each 

student optimises their potential.  

 

The key question underpinning this research was: 

 

Can teaching large heterogeneous classes of first-year students, using a blended 

approach, foster deeper approaches to learning, encourage student engagement and 

improve learning outcomes for students? 

 

Macroeconomics was chosen as the conduit for this research; however, while this 

researcher has adopted many of the activities and the pedagogical approaches to other 

modules such as business mathematics and microeconomics, the transferrability of the 

finding discussed herein will depend on the teaching and learning context of each 

classroom. The emphasis in this research is on the pedegogical practices adopted in the 

teaching and learning environment rather than on any specific content delivery. As with 

all dynamic learning environments, the context of the teaching and learning impacts 

greatly on the learning outcomes, thus each educator should assess the applicability of 

any pedagogical approach to their own setting.    

 

In order to explore and measure the impact of the new approach to teaching this large 

first-year group, the following questions were addressed. Sub-questions are detailed in 

chapter three. 

1. When students are taught in a blended learning environment, does their approach 

to learning change? 

2. Can a blended learning environment enhance engagement and motivation to learn 

among first-year undergraduate students? 

3. Did learning outcomes [grades] reflect student engagement with the blended 

learning environment? 

 

These questions emerged from the aims of the study which were: 

• To investigate if a blended teaching and learning environment can be used to 

improve the learning experience for students. 



 
 

13 

• To research the impact various interventions have on student engagement, learning, 

and confidence in the classroom. 

• To engage with students in a research study with the purpose of enhancing their 

ownership of the learning process. 

• To find is it possible to teach large cohorts of students in a way that allows more 

student autonomy in their learning and a more personalised learning structure to 

each student, while simultaneously facilitating greater student engagement and peer 

learning, generally enhancing the experience for both students and teacher? 

• To systematically review the findings from the research and add to the knowledge 

currently available regarding the teaching at third level. 

 

1.7 The researcher 

 
This researcher has taught economics and mathematics for over 20 years. Having 

graduated from University College Dublin in the 1980s, at the height of the last recession, 

she taught in Dublin City University for a period of time before entering the commercial 

world as a tax consultant. Returning to lecturing in the 1990s, she pursued a Higher 

Diploma in Teaching and Learning at DIT in 2006. Following this, she became very 

active in the teaching and learning resource centre in her workplace and was instrumental 

in developing the Certificate in Teaching and Learning course delivered to all staff 

members. Through this involvement, she became interested in researching her own 

classroom pedagogy and students’ engagement and progression through her own 

modules.   

 

1.8 The pathway through the research  

 
The genesis of this research occurred when a team of lecturers was formed to prepare for 

a forthcoming new initiative whereby the degree programme in the college would be 

provided in a blended format. This involved predominantly online content with some 

face-to-face class-time also. Great thought was placed on the material that would be 

provided to students and the various activities that could be used to engage the students 

participating in this blended module. The copious amount of time spent preparing this 

material and discussing models of delivery contrasted with the minimal time spent 

discussing similar educational issues and how they pertained to the students who attended 

classes full-time on campus. In conjunction with this process, the college had also 
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initiated a new module on Effective Learning and Development, which was being taught 

to all first-year students in the business faculty. Conversations with these students, both 

full-and part-time, began a process of discovery concerning their worries and anxieties 

about their studies and impending college life. The concept of harnessing the benefits of 

technology with a pedagogical practice that embraced students’ and the lecturers’ 

aspirations, grew from these informal discussions. Having spoken with students, and the 

teaching and learning team who acted as ‘critical friends’, the researcher decided to 

deliver the macroeconomics module using a blended learning approach. The process of 

improving the student experience is a work in progress, one that will continually evolve 

with new online tools becoming available which can be embedded into the virtual 

learning platform. However, to facilitate the writing of this document, a more linear 

construct was used to illuminate this research. This was necessary in order to deliver a 

piece of research that was defendable and valid; however, this research is still informing 

my teaching and learning practices in the college. Figure 1-1 illustrates the pathway 

through the research. 
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Figure 1-1  A linear presentation of the research process 



 
 

16 

 

1.9 Brief overview of the forthcoming chapters 

 
Chapter one introduced the research, presented the research questions and the rationale 

for conducting the research. The pathway through the research is outlined in a linear 

format to aid understanding of the process. 

 

Chapter two, the literature review, reviews the themes pertinent to the study. This chapter 

also defines concepts and terms, clarifying how these terms are interpreted in this 

research. By laying out the definitions as understood by the researcher, any ambiguities 

should be minimised.  

 

Chapter three concentrates on the methodology and research design. A review of the 

various paradigms in educational research is presented and the approach adopted is 

defended. The methodology employed is explained and the instruments of data collection 

justified. Issues surrounding ethics, the validity of the findings and some limitations of 

the research are also addressed in this chapter.  

 

Chapters four and five present the findings from each of the data sources used. These are 

presented sequentially, starting with the quantitative statistical analysis, then the thematic 

analysis derived from the focus groups and reflective writings.  

 

The final chapter, chapter six, discusses the key findings that emerged from the research 

and provides recommendations for further studies.  

 

1.10 The lens of the researcher 

 
The researcher studied mathematics and economics in UCD. While more comfortable 

with a quantitative approach to research, the research questions presented above could 

not be answered using a purely quantitative study. Considered a pragmatic realist, this 

researcher draws on the post-positivist and interpretivist paradigms in a mixed-methods 

research design. Given the nature of the study, the rich data sources allowed the researcher 

to approach the questions from different angles, leading to enhanced validity and a more 

complete study. As Miles et al. (2013, p.7) contended ‘no study conforms exactly to a 
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standard methodology, each one calls for the researcher to bend the methodology to the 

uniqueness of the setting or case’.  

 

1.11 Summary  

 

This introduction presented an overview of the current issues pertinent to teaching in 

higher education in Ireland today. The changing environment and expectations of both 

staff and students in HE necessitated a review of how this researcher could improve her 

practice while simultaneously providing an engaging learning environment for her 

students.    

 

The aim of the research was to explore how technology can be used to develop a module 

which hitherto had been taught solely via face-to-face lectures and tutorials into one 

where students of mixed ability and domain knowledge can be facilitated to engage more 

fully with the course content. An insight into the challenges faced by both students and 

lecturers in today’s higher educational establishments was provided and these will be 

expanded upon in the forthcoming chapters.  
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2 Literature Review 
 

2.1 Introduction 

 
As buzz words such as the ‘knowledge economy’, ‘technological revolution’, 

‘commoditisation of education’, ‘lifelong learning’, and ‘student engagement’ proliferate 

the narrative of higher education (HE), this literature review looks initially at the current 

issues in HE and then at how the changing vista of HE has impacted on students, teachers 

and the teaching and learning environment. Starting with a review of the environment in 

which education in Ireland currently resides, this review then looks at the evolving nature 

of modalities of delivery within HE and how this has impacted on students’ learning and 

lecturers’ pedagogical practices. The review concludes by presenting models of 

educational delivery within the blended learning space, a model of pedagogical practice 

which is finding greater currency and often cited as a means of dealing with many of the 

issues present in HE today.  

 

2.2 The evolution of higher education with technology 

 
Plato is often cited as being the founder of HE, 2,400 years ago. For the subsequent 1,000 

plus years, universities were the preserve of the elite. Although universities did facilitate 

larger student numbers as time progressed, Bologna being the first university, established 

in 1088, the tenure and delivery of classes had changed little, with lecturers bestowing 

knowledge to the privileged few. With the advent of the printing press in 1437, no longer 

was knowledge limited to the elite few who attended university but was now available 

cheaply to the masses. The extent to which the availability of knowledge was capitalised 

upon by the advent of the printing press depended in large part on one’s prior educational 

attainment and literacy levels. A parallel could be drawn between this evolution in the 

availability and accessibility of knowledge and the current technological advances which 

provide enormous opportunities to those who are technologically literate. 

 

Distance learning expanded access to higher education beyond the confines of a college 

building and ignited a thirst for education among people who were not in a position to 

attend college. Kaplan and Haenlin (2016) contend that the printed book was the precurser 

to distance learning; however, without the underpinning of an accredited HE institution 
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designing the content, it lacked that ingredient synonomous with a HE course. The earliest 

example of a distance learning course, defined by Rumble (1986) as a course where 

students are physically separated from the teacher, was in 1728 when the Boston Globe 

newspaper placed an advertisement for a distance learning course in shorthand. Other 

distance education courses were offered across various disciplines; however, a turning 

point occurred in 1971 when The Open University in the United Kingdom, the first 

university in the world to provide only distance courses, admitted its first students. The 

Open University provided an opportunity for students to obtain degrees based on a credit 

system similar to the ECTS framework currently used in the EHEA.  

 

The widespread use of the internet moved the mode of delivery of distance education into 

the realm of computer-aided delivery which has evolved rapidly from 1989 when the first 

completely online degree was offered by the University of Phoenix. In 2008, David 

Cormier coined the phrase Massive Open Online Course (MOOC) where online courses 

are now prepared and offered to all, free of charge, and prepared by lecturers from some 

of the highest-ranked universities in the world, such as Harvard University and 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Some have suggested that the advent of the 

MOOC and its derivatives, SMOC (Synchronised massive online course), SSOC 

(Synchronised small online courses) will ultimately lead to the demise of the traditional 

undergraduate bachelor’s degree and will instead become a pre-requisite for entry to 

masters programmes. Recent research, however, has shown that MOOCs tend to be 

completed predominantly by mature students who have already attained their primary 

degree, which would suggest that the undergraduate students still require the physical 

presence of face-to-face engagement. As Kaplan and Haenlin (2016) acknowledge, 

education is not the only reason students attend university: they also want to gain life 

experience, socialise, build networks and generally enjoy their early twenties. So while 

MOOCs and SMOCs may add extra dimensions to the educational space, what is more 

interesting for the traditional university is how to integrate the benefits bestowed by the 

digital revolution into the physical classroom, and optimise the benefits of the digital age 

to enhance our students’ educational experiences. Harting and Erthal (2005) finish their 

history of distance learning by referencing various academics and their predictions for 

the future of education. Draves (2002) predicted that educational organisations will think 

of education as an activity rather than as a place; he believed that lecture rooms will no 
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longer exist as large theatres, but rather as small intimate spaces where discussions will 

flourish. Epper and Bates (2001) hypothesised that students would be meeting in café 

style classrooms hooked up to the internet. While neither of these scenarios have emerged 

as predominant, though elements of each are evident in today’s HE institutions, the 

prophecy of Levine and Sun (2002, p.3) would appear to capture today’s reality most 

appropriately, though still in its infancy in most colleges: 

 
One type will be the traditional campus-based college or university. Let’s call these 
“brick” institutions—the familiar campuses composed of classrooms, faculty offices, 
libraries, student unions, and perhaps residence halls. The most successful brick 
universities will likely be residential colleges that attract traditional students—that 
is, younger students, typically ages 18 to 22. Another type of institution will be new 
organizations that rely entirely on e-learning to distribute their programs. These 
“virtual” schools could be called “click” universities. The exclusively click 
universities will focus on non-traditional populations such as adult learners and part-
time students. The third, and probably most prevalent type will be a combination of 
the two: the “brick and click” institution, which will fuse conventional and e-learning 
methods.  

 

This reference is now 16 years old and would appear to be finally coming into its own. 

Just as webpages now accompany all universities’ online presence, most HE institutions 

have moved into the online space to varying degrees. Blended learning has become 

synonomous with a pedagogical approach which blends the traditional classroom lecture 

with technology-enhanced delivery.  

 

As with all new terms, a cacophany of definitions and interpretations has emerged to 

define blended learning, though little consensus by academics on an exact definition has 

emerged. The following section delves into some of these countervailing views and 

presents a view consistent with this researcher’s interpretation. 

 

2.3 Blended learning: A new paradigm? 

 
A common mistake many universities have made in the past has been to see 
technology as a way of serving more students [seeing the benefits from a revenue 
perspective] rather than seeing technology as a means of serving current students 
better. 

(Garrison and Vaughan, 2008, p. 7) 
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The short history above illustrated how the delivery of distance learning courses changed 

as technology advanced. Historically, distance learning courses were considered inferior 

to the face-to-face educational experience and, as such, traditional lecturers did not seek 

to emanate any of these practices in their classrooms. This has changed, as colleges and 

lecturers see the benefits technology provides as a means of enhancing the teaching and 

learning experience (Vaughan et al., 2013). Blended learning or hybrid learning is seen 

by many HE institutions and lecturers as a means of merging what is good about the face-

to-face delivery with the advantages available from integrating the Internet as part of a 

teachers’ pedagogical toolkit. Defining blended learning for the purpose of this research 

is important, as many definitions abound. Oliver and Trigwell (2005) take issue with 

many of the definitions of ‘blended learning’, the most popular being ‘the mixing of e-

learning and traditional forms of learning’, due to the failure of many institutions and 

academics to define satisfactorily either e-learning or traditional learning. When blended 

learning is defined from the perspective of student learning it becomes clearer that the 

medium through which the learning takes place is less important than establishing if 

learning takes place at all. For example, in the context of defining distance learning, 

Peters (1998) makes the distinction between physical distance, which generally defined 

distance learning, according to Rumble (1986). However, Peters argued that a lecturer 

standing lecturing to a class of students face-to-face with no interaction was tantamount 

to a video of the same lecture delivered online. He therefore differentiated between 

phyical distance, and pedagogical distance suggesting that distance pedagogies are 

different from other forms of pedagogy based on the number of interactions. Oliver and 

Trigwell (ibid) acknowledged that this distinction was preferable to those based on 

physical distance; however, they did not feel it represented the essence of blended 

learning, but instead looked to variation theory to find a suitable starting point. 

 

According to variation theory, in order for students to learn they must ‘discern’. Learning 

is associated with a change in discernment, which means that learning takes place when 

students see different aspects of the same concept (Pang and Marton, 2005). Marton 

(1999) (cited in Pang and Marton, 2005, p.163) defined learning as : 

 
Experiencing something in a new light. There is no learning without discernment, as 
learning means being able to discern certain critical aspects of the phenomenon that 
one previously did not focus on or which one took for granted, and simultaneously 
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bringing them into one’s focal awareness.  
 

Oliver and Trigwell (2005) felt that the use of technology in itself did not define blended 

learning but rather that technology facilitated the dissemination of materials in a way that 

could facilitate discernment among students. ‘But to discover (i.e. notice) anything, 

learners need a prior conceptual framework as well as the ability to think in abstract ways 

about what they have noticed’ (Kirschner, 2009, p.150). It is the role of educators, 

particularly with novice learners, to provide this framework in a manner that allows all 

students to optimise their potential at college. While student-centred education places the 

focus on what students learn rather than on what teachers teach, it is important that 

lecturers facilitate the formation of sound theoretical domain knowledge in students so 

that they are in a position to evaluate critically subsequent information.   

 

2.3.1 Blended learning in higher education  

 
The objective of Student Centred Learning (SCL) is to develop students so that they 

become autonomous in their learning and seek knowledge out for themselves (Attard et 

al., 2010). The challenge for Higher Education (HE) institutions is how to integrate the 

student-centred paradigm within their current infrastructure and culture. Policymakers 

see blended learning as a means of aiding this paradigm shift while also addressing some 

of the problems experienced in their institutions such as limited resources coupled with 

higher enrolment. Williams (2002) suggested that it is critical for higher education 

institutes to adopt new technologies in order to optimise the student experience, while 

Hicks et al. (2001) identified the need for universities to provide a learning environment 

for a diverse student body while also facilitating technological advances in pedagogical 

practice. As Laurillard (2004, p.5) postulated, ‘universities have to manage on the large 

scale the same values, aspirations and modus operandi they used for a privileged elite’ 

and both she and others, namely Garrison and Kanuka (2004) recognised the power of 

blended learning to integrate the face-to-face teaching with technology to support 

learning.   
 

Blended learning, which combines face-to-face classroom teaching with online activities 

for the purposes of providing students with an enhanced learning experience, straddles 

all disciplines and employs a diversity of approaches. Research in this area has often 
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centred on ascertaining whether blended learning enhances student learning more than 

face-to-face learning. Means et al. (2009) found that it does, hence in a cost-neutral 

context blended learning should be used as a means of improving student outcomes. 

However, the emphasis in earlier studies on effect sizes to measure the strength of one 

teaching approach over another can undermine the other, perhaps unintended, benefits 

associated with blended learning. Rovai and Jordan (2004) posit that a well-designed 

blended learning course can enhance students’ sense of community and belonging. 

Students who fail to complete college often cite this lack of community as their reason 

for leaving college. Both Tinto (1975) and Hunt (2011) identified this lack of belonging, 

not fitting in, as contributing factors that students cite for dropping out of college.  

 

The potential benefits from using blended learning as a pedagogical approach are cited 

by many authors (Garrison and Anderson, 2003; Rimmershaw, 1999). Though these 

authors argue that a blended learning environment enhances motivation and leads to more 

reflective learners, a tenet of deep learning, according to Privateer (1999), it is not the 

blended learning that ensures these outcomes, but rather the pedagogical approach taken 

by the teacher in implementing these changes.  

 
Opportunities for real change lie in creating new types of professors, new uses of 
instructional technology and new kinds of institutions whose continual intellectual 
self-capitalization continually assures their status as learning organisations. 

(Privateer, 1999, p.72) 

 

The teaching approach and the design of any blended course is paramount in achieving 

the enhanced outcomes that a blended approach may provide. The pedagogy employed 

in disciplines such as medicine and law are universally recognised as signature 

pedagogies particular to those disciplines (Shulman, 2005). The ward rounds in medicine 

embody active learning while the Moot courts in law allow for critical thinking to 

develop.  

 

Pedagogy is concerned with how content is taught, not how learning is organised, hence 

signature pedagogies for teaching in a blended environment pivot not on whether a course 

is taught using technology but that for each subject there is an inner logic of a subject and 

its pedagogy. Entwistle (2009, p.3) contended that ‘effective university teaching thus 
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depends on establishing a relationship between specific subject content and the ways in 

which students are helped to engage with ideas, so as to develop their own understanding’. 

So although in many business subjects the modes of delivery such as lectures, tutorials, 

problem sheets, group work, etc. are similar, through the identification of the inner logic 

of a subject, the pedagogical approach adopted in various diciplines should reflect these 

pivotal and vital concepts. 

 

2.3.2 Signature pedagogies and blended learning  

 
The practice of blended learning adopted by lecturers straddles a continuum from distance 

learning with minimal lecturer contact to a traditional face-to-face setting with enhanced 

learning using an elearning platform. These diverse interpretations of what blended 

learning is should make identification of one signature pedagogy impossible; however, 

there are commonalities across all delivery methods which allow for the development of 

a framework of teaching in a blended environment. For the purpose of this research, 

blended learning is defined as ‘the organic integration of thoughtfully selected and 

complementary face-to-face and online approaches and technologies’ (Garrison and 

Vaughan, 2008, p.148 ). This definition dovetails with the concept of variation theory 

discussed earlier, where effective learning is ‘associated with a change in discernment, 

which entails a change in the aspect(s) of the phenomenon in the focal awareness of the 

learner’ (Pang and Marton, 2005, p.162). An effective blended approach avoids 

‘layering’, where the online presence merely increases the content, not the engagement.  

 

Over-emphasis on the mode of delivery of material at university can conceal the benefits 

of blended learning as a transformational learning experience. This transformation 

emanates from a blend of collaboration and independent study by the students who can 

be both together and apart, be part of a community of learners both in the classroom and 

outside (Garrison and Vaughan, 2008). The success of a blended learning course is its 

ability to harness the strengths of face-to-face teaching while drawing on the benefits 

provided by technology. Face-to-face teaching is predominantly verbal, whereas internet 

mediated learning is often more written or visual. This dual use of the senses allows for 

the benefits of both modalities to reinforce each other and lead to an enhanced learning 

experience for the student. The time delay in written communication facilitates reflective 

practice, thus adding this vital element necessary for deep learning to the learners’ 
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experience. Hudson (2002) (cited in Garrison and Kanuka, 2004, p.98) argued that ‘the 

very basis of thinking is rooted in dialogue, drawing on a socially constructed context to 

endow ideas with meaning’. This sentence encapsulates how a successful blended 

learning pedagogy would simultaneously satisfy the tenets of student-centred learning 

with the aspirations of a robust university education.  

 

Passey (2012) researched appropriate signature pedagogies for the teaching of 

mathematics. While his work centred on teaching in a school setting, his observations can 

easily be applied to the teaching of related disciplines at university. Because mathematics 

is taught across a range of disciplines in various contexts, Passey did not seek to develop 

a single signature pedagogy as in medical education, but rather a framework for teaching 

using technology. Ernie et al. (2009) suggested that signature pedagogies in mathematics 

should include interest-driven problems that can be adapted to any teaching context. 

Emphasis should be placed on problem-solving techniques that address the problem from 

various angles and where students work in groups to achieve a solution. This process 

resonates with the hallmarks of SCL and variation theory, thus enhancing the argument 

that blended learning could herald in the SCL paradigm in any academic discipline.  

 

The pedagogy of teaching using a blended approach would allow for habit-forming where 

students engage with the material both in class and online within a community of learners, 

resulting in students engaging more with the material and reflecting upon their work. A 

signature pedagogy for teaching in a blended environment would allow students to 

become ‘visible’ and ‘accountable’, two facets of the pedagogical approach cited by 

Shulman (2005). Using activities to assimilate the material and opportunities for 

reflection, students are expected to engage in classroom discussions, thus increasing their 

critical thinking skills. A signature pedagogy where students are accountable is one where 

students are not allowed to remain anonymous in the classroom but where they know they 

will be asked questions and asked to justify their comments. In the study of law, this is 

successfully done in Moot courts, in medicine, at the bedside of patients. It is something 

that is frequently missing in the business classroom. This can be explained by the 

difficulty some students have with aspects of business, particularly quantitative methods 

and economics. Using blended learning, a signature pedagogy for teaching first-year 

students could be developed which would make students accountable both for their own 
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learning and to the class community. Shulman (2005) cites a lack of accountability as a 

contributory factor in the low levels of engagement students can display when taught in 

large classroom settings. He argues that accountability engenders emotion in students, 

but that: 

 
As a psychologist, I would argue that a certain measure of anxiety is adaptive for 
learning. It’s good to be a little anxious; it leads to more attention and vigilance. But 
while moderate anxiety is adaptive, terror is paralyzing, and one of the great 
pedagogical challenges is to create an environment that is simultaneously risky but 
not paralytic.  

(Shulman, 2005, p.12) 

 

Terror occurs in the absence of control, so a signature pedagogy that gives the student 

control over their learning and encourages engagement with the material, at their own 

pace and with their peers, is one that could transform teaching and learning. Using a 

blended learning environment should allow students to gain the foundations of knowledge 

in their own time and at their own pace while the teacher’s instruction enhances their 

prior learning and develops their intrinsic motivation to seek meaning and understanding 

of the issues.  

 

The paradigm-shift necessary to move from a face-to-face teaching environment to a 

blended learning one presents the educationalist with many questions. The change 

represents a ‘fundamental reconceptualization and reorganization of the teaching and 

learning dynamic’ (Garrison and Kanuka, 2004, p.97). The varied nature of content within 

disciplines and variables such as technological proficiency among lecturers, the support 

available in institutions and resistance to change, demonstrate the complexity in 

providing a powerful and effective blended learning course.  

 

In order to effectively adapt and apply the various frameworks developed to aid the 

transition to a blended learning environment, an understanding of students’ approaches 

to learning, their motivating factors, and their expectations of college is important.  

 

2.4 Teaching and learning in higher education 

 
Theories of learning span a continuum from the behaviourist theories of Skinner (1963) 

and Pavlov (1955), where knowledge is external to the student, to the collaborative 
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constructivist view of learning, where students construct their own individual 

understanding, as espoused by Piaget (1896-1980) and Vygotsky (1896-1934). All 

theories of learning have their place in the scholarship of teaching and learning; however, 

the student-centred approach in HE today places greater emphasis on the constructivist 

theory of learning as this is seen to promote qualities which are desirable in a graduate: 

critical thinking, problem solving and reflection. The relationship between development 

and learning is a common theme in the work of Piaget and Vygotsky, both contributing 

hugely to this area in developmental psychology (Vygotsky, 1978). Piaget felt that 

development preceded learning and that if mental capabilities (measured by age) within 

a person had not developed sufficiently then no instruction would prove worthwhile. 

Vygotsky questioned this belief and argued that ‘learning and development are 

interrelated from the child’s first day of life’ (Vygotsky, 1978, pp. 80-84). Vygotsky 

acknowledged that while learning should relate to a child’s development level it should 

not be limited by it. He coined the concept of ‘the zone of proximal development’ (ZPD) 

as a measure of a child’s capabilities, and used this rather than biological age to assess 

ability. The ZPD is defined as ‘the distance between the actual developmental level as 

determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as 

determined through problem-solving under adult-guidance or in collaboration with more 

capable peers’ (Vygotsky, 1987, p. 86). Much of Vygotskian theory was developed using 

children as subjects; however the importance of learning within one’s ZPD can be applied 

to learning at any stage of development. Vygotsky felt that ‘learning is not developmental; 

however, properly organised learning results in mental development and sets in motion a 

variety of developmental processes that would be impossible apart from learning’ (p. 90). 

Piaget postulated that development, as measured by age, preceded learning while 

Vygotsky felt that learning aided development. This assertion by Vygotsky gives 

credence to the view that how students learn is extremely important to their development 

as they progress through their lives. It also brings into focus the problems faced by 

lecturers when met with teaching a large group of students each with unique needs and 

diverse abilities. Cognitive development, according to Piaget, occurs when new 

experiences are assimilated into existing cognitive schemata, and when information does 

not fit with existing schemata an accommodation is made which develops existing 

knowledge. Kirschner (2009) questions how this can be achieved with novice learners, 

first-year students studying a topic for the first time, who do not have the pre-requisite 
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domain knowledge to allow new knowledge to fit into a pre-existing schemata. While he 

acknowledges the benefits of the ‘discovery method’ as a way to teach a discipline, in the 

absence of a prior conceptual framework, students will often conceptualise new 

information incorrectly and ‘encode information at a surface level’ (p.150).   

 

Advocates of social constructivism believe that learners can only learn by constructing 

their own knowledge; however, Kirschner (2009) argued that novice learners (i.e. first-

year college students or students studying a module for the first time), require more 

learning supports and scaffolding than more experienced experts and as such the 

pedagogical approaches adopted with novice students are different from those often 

associated with the constructivist approach such as problem-based learning, project-based 

learning and minimal guidance in teaching. Research findings show that direct 

instruction, where students are provided with the conceptual frameworks which allow 

them to discern between differing views, are particularly important with novice learners 

(Kirschner et al., 2006). In order to discern, students need to be exposed to the basic 

knowledge underpinning the topic. Post-graduate students are equipped with this 

knowledge; however, first-year students are not. With first-year students a carefully 

selected mix between didactic teaching and self-directed learning is needed to gradually 

develop in students the skills to discern. It is thus incumbent on teachers of first-year 

students to provide this schema in the most efficient way.  

 

Phenomenography in the context of student learning at university suggests that students 

approach their learning differently depending on their perceptions of the task at hand. 

Marton and Saljö (1976), following research on student engagement with a reading task, 

developed the idea of ‘approaches to learning’, which subsequently emerged as a meta-

theory for conceptualising teaching and learning (Biggs et al., 2001). The meta-theory, 

students’ approaches to learning (SAL), has led to a classification of student learning as 

deep or surface.  

 

2.4.1 Students’ approaches to learning 

 

Deep and meaningful learning is a term often used as a juxtaposition to surface learning. 

Linked with critical thinking, deep and meaningful learning is the hallmark of a good 
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education. Surface learning is often associated with rote learning in an academic context 

and is influenced by the teaching approach adopted in the classroom. If ‘cutting corners’ 

allows students to successfully complete a course of study, then surface learning is 

effectively facilitated by the teacher and authenticated via inappropriate assessment tools 

(Ramsden, 1984; Biggs and Tang, 2007). Deep learning is characterised, according to 

Biggs and Tang (2007), by emotional engagement with the material, an interest in finding 

solutions and causes, a thirst for knowledge over and above the minimum requirement. 

As far back as 1990, Boyer (1990, p. 24) set out his vision of the scholarship of teaching: 

 
Great teachers stimulate active, not passive, learning and encourage students to be 
critical, creative thinkers, with the capacity to go on learning after their college days 
are over. 

 

Deep learning is often associated with the attributes of ‘graduateness’, namely, critical 

thinking, an ability to demonstrate understanding and form connections between ideas 

and themes. In their study, Marton and Saljö (1976) assessed student recall and 

understanding following a reading exercise. Students who used a surface approach 

concentrated on memorising key terms and phrases without seeking a sense of meaning. 

Deep learners concentrate on the underlying meaning of an article, with the intention of 

understanding the underlying meaning and the essence of the article (Biggs 2011; Kember 

et al., 1997).  

 

The objective of teaching at university is to encourage deep learning among students 

(Biggs, 2011; Garrison and Cleveland-Innes, 2005; Gibbs, 1994; Kember and Gow, 1989; 

Ramsden, 1992). All students are capable of employing either of these approaches to 

learning, as these are seen not as a personality trait but rather as a dynamic characteristic 

of learning, which is context dependent (Cowman, 1998; Entwistle, 1991; Garrison and 

Cleveland-Innes, 2005). Many factors have been cited as having an impact on the learning 

approach taken by students, such as extrinsic motivation (Gow and Kember, 1990), work-

load (Kember and Leung, 1998; Entwistle, 2009) assessment modes (Entwistle and 

Ramsden, 1983; Snelgrove and Slater, 2003; Yonker, 2011), instructional mode of 

delivery (Kember and Gow, 1994; Kember et al., 2008; Wilson and Fowler, 2005) and 

the age of the student (Biggs and Tang, 2007; Richardson, 1995; Yonker, 2011; Zeegers, 

2001). Students can have a predisposition to a particular approach; however, learning 
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approaches are not stable psychological traits and can alter depending on the course 

objectives and the teaching approach taken in a module. Students’ perceptions of their 

environment is also shown to impact SAL, where positive reinforcement of the benefits 

of a deep approach (DA) were found to be more instrumental in achieving a DA than 

environments where a surface approach (SA) were discouraged (Trigwell and Prosser, 

1991). It is therefore incumbent on the lecturer to ensure an environment which promotes 

and encourages deep learning (Kember et al., 2008).  

 

2.4.2 Student engagement and motivation in the learning process 

 
Self determination theory (SDT) identified three innate psychological needs which 

determine enhanced self-motivation and mental health (Ryan and Deci, 2000).These are: 

‘Autonomy’, where people can regulate their own behaviour and use their own initiative; 

‘Competence’, where people can interact proficiently with the environment; and 

‘Relatedness’ where people belong and feel connected to a social group. The confluence 

of these leads to highly motivated individuals who are intrinsically motivated. In the 

context of education, motivation is extremely important when considering how a student 

engages with their work and hence their ability to progress as learners. Motivation is not 

a singular construct but rather people are motivated to act by many different factors. 

Students can value an activity innately or they can be convinced of the value through 

strong external coercion. Research has shown that people who have ‘real motivation’- in 

other words are self-motivated because of self-interest - perform better at tasks, are more 

confident and achieve more than less motivated people of equal ability (Ryan and Deci, 

2000).  

 

Cognitive evaluation theory (CET) was presented by Deci and Ryan (1985) as a subset 

of SDT. CET argues that social-contextual events such as feedback, communications and 

rewards that provide a sense of competence as an activity is being pursued, can enhance 

intrinsic motivation for that activity while negative feedback diminishes it. Studies further 

show that feeling of competence alone will not be sufficient to sustain this intrinsic 

motivation unless it is aligned with a sense of autonomy and a sense of causality; in other 

words, false praise will not lead to sustained intrinsic motivation and in fact unwarranted 

praise conveys a message of a teacher’s low expectations (Hattie and Timperley, 2007).  

Essentially, studies by Deci et al. (1999) found that external rewards led to less intrinsic 
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motivation as the perceived locus of autonomy moved outside the person. Other threats 

such as deadlines, evaluations and other pressured examinations had similar detrimental 

effects on intrinsic motivation. Conversely, choice, acknowledgment of feelings and 

opportunities for self-direction were found to enhance intrinsic motivation because they 

allowed people to feel some autonomy in the learning process (Deci and Ryan, 1985).   

 

The final pillar in this theory is relatedness. This pillar addresses the issue of 

connectiveness. In childhood, children who are securely attached to their parents display 

greater signs of intrinsic motivation as demonstrated by their exploratory behaviour 

(Frodi et al.,1985). Similar studies on relatedness resonate with Vygotskian theory where 

students’ intrinsic motivation correlated with the degree of positive adult affirmation of 

tasks. For example, Ryan and Grolnick (1986) found that students who found their 

teachers cold and uncaring had lower intrinsic motivation. A similar study by Manoogian 

and Reznick (1976) confirmed this. Biggs (2007) linked extrinsic motivation with a 

surface approach to learning and states that ‘intrinsic motivation is the ‘academic ideal’ 

(p.36). Intrinsic motivation values the journey of learning over the outcomes and leads to 

the best academic work. The teaching method of Socrates, where students and lecturers 

met in small groups to discuss an issue, allowed for many of the tenets of deep learning 

to emerge. The challenge for educators today is how to replicate the outcomes of such an 

approach when dealing with large numbers of students, some of whom have no real 

interest in a subject and study business as a stop-gap before they decide what they really 

want.  

 

The Irish Survey of Student Engagement (ISSE), the National Survey of Student 

Engagement (NSSE), its American equivalent and the Australian survey (AUSSE) all 

regularly complete student surveys to assess students’ college experiences. Based on a 

meta-study on student engagement, defined as the time and effort students devote to their 

studies, NSSE (2011) developed five clusters of effective educational practices that 

enhance student engagement. These are 

1. Student interaction with faculty member 

2. Active and collaborative learning 

3. Level of academic challenge 

4. Enriching educational experiences 
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5. Supportive campus environment 

(Vaughan and Cloutier, 2017) 

 

These five pillars which promote student engagement mirror previous studies on student 

motivation. Chickering and Gamson (1999, p.76) identified seven principles of good 

practice in HE aimed at course administrators and faculty members. As can be clearly 

seen these dovetail with the above pillars of student engagement:  

1. Encourages student-faculty contact 

2. Encourages cooperation among students 

3. Encourages active learning 

4. Gives prompt feedback 

5. Emphasises time on tasks 

6. Communicate high expectations 

7. Respects diverse talent and ways of learning 

 

There are also clear links between the factors which motivate students and the ideas that 

emanated earlier in this literature review around variation theory and Vygotsky’s Zone of 

Proximal Development. The idea of active and collaborative learning allows students to 

think and apply their learning in different settings. As Chickering and Ehrmann (1996) 

acknowledged, learning is not a spectator sport. It is through reflection and working with 

other students that learners can ‘make what they learn part of themselves’ (p.2).  

 

Students are also motivated by challenges and, likewise academic staff should expect 

high standards. This can be difficult in large classroom settings with diverse students, 

which links with the 7th hallmark of good teaching where lecturers should respect diverse 

talent and ways of learning. Given the universal acceptance that deep learning is the 

objective, along with critical thinking for any graduate of HE, lecturers must create 

opportunities for all students to embrace a deep approach to learning. Assessment is often 

seen as the vehicle to promote these attributes whether in a face-to-face learning 

environment or a blended one.  
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2.4.3 Assessment and feedback 

 

Assessment is often seen as the engine that drives learning and ensures that deep learning 

is achieved in HE (Ramsden, 2003). Many educationalists have considered how 

assessment can be used to ensure students reach their learning outcomes while 

simultaneously becoming intrinsically motivated and engaged in the learning process. 

Segers et al. (2006) in their study of engagement and assessment coined the phrase 

‘backwash effect’ of assessment. If students are motivated to learn only those items that 

will be assessed, then lecturers should ensure that the assessment tasks dovetail with their 

learning objectives for the class. Biggs (2007) felt that the backwash effect could lead to 

a surface approach to learning but if lecturers took this into account, its impact could be 

harnessed positively through carefully selected assessment processes.   

 

While a “good assessment method should be able to distinguish between deep learners 

and surface learners in a way so that the former are rewarded and the latter are punished” 

(Tian, 2007, p.387), assessment of itself will not develop deep learners. The success of a 

pedagogical approach in ensuring deep learning should be evident in the assessment not 

driven by it, though research has shown that essay-style assessments, as opposed to 

formal proctored examinations, reward deep learners over surface learners. Proctored 

examinations are likely to encourage students to adopt a surface approach in preparation 

for these examinations even if their favoured approach is deep (Tian, 2007; Scouller, 

1998). White (1993) suggested that the reflective nature of the written word allows 

students to become more critical and robust in their arguments, thus leading to deeper 

learning. He states that, as teachers in higher education, it is essential that in assessing 

students’ work we assess the ‘ability of students to create discourse as a crucial part of 

the discovery, thinking and evaluating process’ (p.106). This is consistent with the work 

of Ramsden (1984) where deep and meaningful learning results from the opportunity to 

negotiate meaning, identify misconceptions and challenge prevailing beliefs. Passey 

(2017) identified technology, and the advantages its use can afford students with regards 

to reflective opportunities and collaborative activities, as one of the main benefits 

technology affords learning. If technology allows students to return multiple times to re-

engage with the material in their own time, then technology enables formative assessment 

as an ongoing process. 
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Assessment, be it summative or formative, accompanied by appropriate feedback, is one 

of the most powerful influences on learning and achievement (Hattie and Timperley, 

2007). Sadler (1989) drawing on the work of Ramaprasad (1983) suggested that feedback 

should fill the gap between what students know and what they should know. Feedback 

should aid students’ progress through their ZPD, and progress this zone forward, while 

feedback also provides teachers with a means of identifying gaps in the student 

knowledge. A meta-study by Hattie (1999) found that feedback, with an effect size of .79, 

was a major influence in student achievement. Deeper analysis found that all feedback 

was not the same and that greater benefit ensued depending on the type of feedback 

provided. Based on these findings, Hattie and Timperley (2007) suggested that all 

feedback should address the following three questions: 

 

 
 

They also identified four types of feedback: feedback about the task; about the processing 

of the task; about student self-regulation; and about the students themselves. Feedback 

that concentrated in the processing of the task, and students’ self-regulation, were 

powerful in terms of mastery of tasks while feedback about the task was most effective 

when it was used to enhance subsequent processing and self-regulation [rather than 

merely corrective], which they felt it rarely achieved. Work by Kluger and DeNisi (1996) 

found that feedback is most effective when it relates to low-impact assessments, as 
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students can then focus on assimilating the feedback rather than on a summative grade, 

while work by Black and Wiliam (1998) found that in a classroom setting, written 

feedback was more effective than providing grades to students. The challenge for 

educators therefore is to draw on these findings to design a process which allows these 

findings to translate into learning opportunities for students.  

 

While there is ample research conducted on the factors that impact student learning and 

the importance of good teaching, Hattie (1999, p.1-2) made the following observation:  

 
We have few integrative, bold and verifiable models of student learning, preferring to 
study one variable at a time, occassionally investigating interactive effects, too often 
looking at classrooms through unfocused eyes, and rarely combine the texture of the 
learning with the rigour of asking whether there is an impact on student learning. 

 

Before presenting models which could aid lecturers in this transition to a student-centred 

approach, while also striving to provide the other tenets of a good higher education as 

defined by (Biggs & Tang, 2011; Chickering and Gamson, 1987; Ramsden, 1992) to their 

students, it is useful to explore why lecturers can be reluctant to integrate research 

findings into their classrooms and if there are any models of instruction that would 

facilitate assimilation of theory into the teaching and learning process. 

 

2.4.4 Teaching and learning in the digital age 

 
As mentioned in the introduction, technology is currently pervading the discourse in 

higher education, from lecturers being expected to provide an online platform to their 

learners, students expecting this, and administrators keen to optimise the benefits 

technology could bring to the college in terms of fees, prestige and greater participation 

and progression. Bradwell (2009) raised many important issues pertinent to teaching and 

learning in HE today. He accepted that technology and its integration into the teaching 

process is essential and advantageous to teaching at university but that ‘radical new forms 

of teaching are not yet the norm’ (p.42), emphasising the fact that ‘university teaching 

long ago stopped being about mere transmission’ (of information) and that the role of the 

teacher was to help students analyse and use information creatively. 
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Sharpe and Beetham (2010) further emphasised the role of pedagogy and design in 

integrating technology into HE. They recognised that the fundamentals of teaching and 

learning have not changed. As Bruner (1960) believed, a university education was not 

about bestowing knowledge on students but about ensuring students left college, 

equipped with an ability to ‘give meaning to the particulars’ (p.20); he placed the 

emphasis on penetrating a subject’s meaning, not to covering it. He felt this could be 

achieved by carefully designed courses where initially the material is presented such that 

students have an intuitive sense of the material and then delve deeper into its essence.  

 

While research has shown that technology can facilitate SCL and deep approaches to 

learning, lecturers have not adopted technology in the classroom as would be expected. 

Matthews (2017), reporting on work by Dr Herckis of Carnegie Mellon University, cited 

various reasons teachers resisted using technology to enhance their teaching. Looking 

foolish in front of their students was one reason, but also the fact that lecturers were more 

influenced by their own learning experiences than research findings. This is backed up 

by Oleson and Hora (2013), in their study of 53 college lecturers in the United States of 

America, where they found that there are a multitude of factors that affect a lecturer’s 

pedagogy in the classroom. Their research found that lecturers’ identities are influenced 

by many factors such as their own experiences in college and school, family influences, 

social and political issues and their pedagogical content knowledge built up over many 

years.  

 

Menges (2000, p.7) posed the question ‘Why do faculty fail to use demonstrably effective 

teaching methods and other data-based information about teaching, and how can that 

situation be changed?’. Given the fact that lecturers are well informed about the 

scholarship of teaching and learning today, one reason cited by Menges for the continued 

use of the lecture format in its traditional didactic form is the lack of teacher involvement 

in suggested changes and the oft top-down imposition of changes without due attention 

being given to the knowledge base of lecturers. In their research, Dancy and Henderson 

(2010) also identified two aspects of lecturers’ engagement with new techniques. Firstly, 

they found that when lecturers adapted evidence-based research methods into their 

classrooms, they often adapted them in such a way that much of the student-student 

interactions were modified out, and that time was a limiting factor in their adoption of 
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new teaching techniques.  

 
Evidence suggests that if modifications are made by faculty to research-based 
curricula and ideas, then these modifications are most likely to be in the direction of 
making the innovation more in line with traditional instruction.  

(Dancy and Henderson, 2010, p.1056) 

 

Unlike the medical profession, where an entire field of medicine called ‘implementation 

science’ was developed to check if doctors were adopting new methods in medicine, 

evidence that educators are adopting best practices in the classroom is lacking. There is 

also a fear of exposing one’s lack of technology prowess that can cause resistance to 

change; however, universities need to assess the extent to which techology would enhance 

their students’ experience at college. A ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach to technology-

enhanced learning could be counterproductive.  

 

Lecturers in HE recognise the need to adapt their pedagogical approach to reflect the 

changing landscape of education. This changing landscape is reflected in greater 

participation rates across the post-primary sector, which in turn leads to great diversity in 

age, ability, experiential learning and bigger class sizes. Aligned with this is an 

acknowledgment that a student-centred learning approach to teaching and learning leads 

to greater outcomes and is generally accepted as the current teaching paradigm. Entwistle 

(2009, p.3) suggested that ‘effective university teaching thus depends in establishing a 

relationship between specific subject content and the ways in which students are helped 

to engage with the ideas, so as to develop their own understanding’. The effect teaching 

has on learning is seen directly through the materials presented to students and the way 

in which the material is packaged and modelled by the teacher; however, of more 

importance is the impact teaching has indirectly on shaping the approach students take to 

their learning. This indirect effect comes not from the lecturing approach but via the 

assessment methods, the marking criteria and feedback and the extra material provided 

that leads to discernment. Aligned with these are feedback methods, tutorials and the 

general assessment procedures (Entwistle, 2009). In planning teaching, it is useful for 

teachers to think about how to develop a ‘disposition to understanding in your students 

and the alertness necessary for monitoring learning and studying for themselves’ 

(Entwistle, ibid, p. 117). This approach to planning a course of instruction at university 
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is particularly apt given the large class sizes and the impossibility of knowing all students’ 

abilities and prior knowledge. The hallmark of an effective university lecturer is generally 

accepted as one where learning has an influence on how students think, act and feel 

(Trigwell et al., 1999).  

 

Blended learning is often cited as a means by which lecturers can facilitate a SCL 

approach while accommodating the many obstacles the current landscape presents with 

regards to personal attention to students and ensuring student motivation and engagement. 

It is indisputable that the approach taken by teachers with regard to pace, design, 

assessment and tools all impact on students’ motivation. Lauren Herckis of Carnegie 

Mellon University found in her research that resistance to change, even in the face of 

empirical evidence of the change’s benefits, can be traced back to lecturers’ lack of 

techological ability and a common resistance to change. Another reason given is a lack 

of training on how to integrate technology into the course and a general lack of know-

how with regard to technology.  

 

The following section looks at some of the frameworks currently employed on blended 

learning courses and assesses how they can enhance the teaching and learning experiences 

of both lecturers and students in third level education. 

 

2.5 Models of online learning 

 
The previous sections on teaching and learning illustrated the complex activity that 

teaching and learning is. In Ireland, no statutory obligation exists for university lecturers 

to have any training in how to teach. Content expertise is sufficient to secure a lecturing 

post, though this is changing with the National Professional Development Framework. 

As far back as 1986, Shulman highlighted the importance of content knowledge and 

pedagogical knowledge in his idea of pedagogical content knowledge (PCK); he claimed 

that these were not mutually exclusive, and that the essence of a good teacher was their 

ability to harness both in transforming content to understandable and accessible 

knowledge. This resonated with the work of Entwistle and his assertion that good teachers 

identify the ‘inner logic of a subject’ and then apply appropriate teaching strategies to 

ensure student understanding. In the original PCK approach to teaching, technology could 

be assumed constant, so that once the teacher had developed their teaching plan they 
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could be relatively certain that it could be used and re-used ad infinitum (Mishra and 

Koehler, 2006). Today, no such luxury exists for teachers as models of teaching are no 

longer stable and therefore the emphasis should be less on specific technologies than on 

the underlying teaching objectives. Just as different-coloured pens can be used to 

highlight points, the choice of technology should highlight the content, not determine it. 

Microsoft (MS) PowerPoint is an example of how a teaching technology has been adopted 

by teachers as a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach when clearly some aspects of courses would 

be much better served by other forms of instruction.  

 

Mishra and Koehler (2006) advanced Shulman’s model to include technology. They 

describe their model (TPCK) as ‘a form of knowledge that expert teachers bring to play 

anytime they teach’ (p.1030). The TPACK framework is illustrated in Appendix 2 where 

the three elements of a teaching strategy should embody the three knowledges - content, 

pedagogy and technology -in order to provide a quality teaching experience. Though the 

framework was criticised from a theoretical perspective, as it failed to satisfactorily define 

its various constructs and to justify why each is important (Graham, 2011), the TPACK 

framework did provide a conceptually-based theoretical framework linking technology 

and teaching with a view to transforming teachers’ practice. However, it did not provide 

for the practicalities of implementing technology into a particular module. All modules 

are different and therefore need individual approaches to their teaching. Advocates of 

blended learning emphasise the need for good programme and module design along with 

greater emphasis on enhancing pedagogical knowledge rather than transitory 

technological skills when addressing teachers’ upskilling (Laurillard, 2012; Salmon, 

2014; Salmon and Wright, 2014). 

 

Many of the models used for blended learning courses originated from distance learning 

courses where all teaching and learning were conducted online. The five-stage model 

developed by Gilly Salmon is one such approach where learners progress, with the aid of 

the online moderator, through five stages: access and motivation where students become 

acquainted and familiar with the online environment through to online socialisation, 

information exchange and finally knowledge construction and development. The origins 

of this model are in the online space, and while some of its aspects can be adapted to large 

class teaching and blended learning, its main focus is with purely online teaching and 
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learning. This model did identify the social aspect of learning, which is an interesting 

contribution which harks back to Vygotskian theory where he suggested that a scientific 

concept involves from the first a ‘mediated’ attitude towards its object (Vygotsky, 1962). 

Diane Laurillard, in her text Rethinking University Teaching (1995), also highlighted the 

importance of the lecturer as mediator in teaching academic knowledge, given that 

students learn domain knowledge via teachers’ descriptions and explanations rather than 

through direct experience. She did recognise that ‘the lecture’ as a method of teaching, 

given its one-way transmission mechanism and its inability to provide a student-centred 

approach, was not ideal. Over twenty years ago she posed (p.108) the question ‘why 

aren’t lectures scrapped as a teaching method’? Economies of scale and the financial 

benefits of large-scale classes are the main reasons; however, many educationalists would 

argue that the large lecture scenario is no longer an option for sustainable educational 

delivery. In 2002, Laurillard proposed that good models of instruction which utilised the 

internet were ones that facilitated student engagement using artefacts sourced online. As 

Garrison et al. (2000, p.5) succinctly noted: 

 
Reaching beyond transmission of information and establishing a collaborative 
community of inquiry is essential if students are to make any sense of the often-
incomprehensible avalanche of information characterizing much of the educational 
process and society today. 
 

Others would argue that lectures have their place as a means of transmitting basic 

knowledge to large student groups, and used in conjunction with other fora can be an 

effective teaching tool (Kirschner, 2009; Kirschner et al., 2006). Novice learners need a 

basic foundational knowledge in order to discern between competing views, and research 

has shown that didactic lectures are the most effective in facilitating this knowledge 

transfer among novice learners. While constructivism may be the prevailing view on how 

students learn, this does not transfer to the way lecturers should teach (Kirschner et al., 

2006; Mayer, 2014). Learning occurs when students strive to understand the materials 

presented to them by selecting the relevant information, organising it in a meaningful way 

and then integrating it into their existing knowledge. Mayer (2003) contends that teaching 

which achieves this will thus be meaningful.  

 

Lecturers are often required to teach large groups, where didactic lecturing may appear 

to be the most efficient teaching approach; however, many lecturers seek ways in which 
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they can use technology to enhance the experience for themselves and their students 

(Vaughan et al., 2013). Laurillard (1995) proposed a design template for teachers wishing 

to integrate technology into their classrooms. Having advocated design as the pre-

requisite to any course, she suggested that before introducing technology at all, five 

questions should be posed by the lecturer, namely: What is the teacher’s conception? 

What are the students’ conceptions? What is the teacher’s re-description of conception? 

What are the students’ re-descriptions? and then define forms of interaction: task goals, 

student actions and feedback. Based on the answers to these, teachers then designed the 

course ensuring the key concepts were addressed. This resonates with the ‘variation 

theory’ mentioned earlier and also with the tenets of TPACK. These questions are still 

equally relevant today; however, the introduction of virtual learning environments (VLE) 

such as Blackboard and Moodle makes the integration of technology with these questions 

so much easier than in 1995, where specific software often had to be commissioned by 

lecturers. VLEs allow individual lecturers to develop their own blended learning courses 

now without recourse to any financial outlay; yet many continue to rely on Microsoft 

(MS) PowerPoint and lectures to deliver content. 

 

Many issues cause resistance by lecturers to blended learning, namely lack of time to 

learn new technologies, concerns that student-teacher interactions would become sterile, 

lack of pedagogical support, lack of motivation to change, lack of financial support and 

technological infrastructure. It was also noted that the purpose of the move to blended 

learning, the strategy decision, also influenced teachers’ decisions (Humbert, 2007; Oh 

and Park, 2009; Porter and Graham, 2016). David (2017) cited fear of looking stupid in 

front of students as another reason technology is not adopted in the classroom, yet VLEs 

such as Moodle are extremely user-friendly and online tutorials allow easy access to many 

activities and applications. The question therefore is why have lecturers not adopted 

technology in their classrooms, given the vast research stating that it adds to the teaching 

and learning experience? One possibility is that teachers often see themselves as a small 

part of the university process and that innovations such as blended learning involve a 

policy decision outside of their control; yet the advent of Moodle allows each lecturer the 

autonomy to provide a blended environment for their students. In the absence of a 

university-wide drive to blended learning, a model or framework which would allow each 

lecturer to adapt it to their own discipline would allow a bottom-up approach to change. 
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One of the models which has emerged from the sphere of distance learning into the 

blended learning space is the Community of Inquiry model (CoI) (Vaughan et al., 2013). 

Initially, the framework was developed to provide insights and guidance on how to 

achieve the hallmarks of a college education in this online environment. Figure 2-1 

illustrates the three tenets of this framework, each essential to the learning experience. 

Unlike the TPACK model, technology facilitates the integration of the three presences 

but of itself is not an extrinsic element.  

 

 

Figure 2-1  The Community of Inquiry Framework (Garrison et al., 2015) 

 

This model identified three aspects that impact student learning and facilitates the 

integration of many of the tenets of best practice in higher education [see section 2.4.2] 

mentioned in previous sections. This parsimonious framework allows for the embodiment 

of two of the most important aspects of education, community and inquiry, to blend 

together. Each presence is explained in detail in Table 2-1. 
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Table 2-1:  Community of Inquiry Model Adapted from Garrison (2016) 
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In 2008 Garrison and Vaughan defined blended learning as ‘the organic integration of 

thoughtfully selected and complementary face-to-face and online approaches’ (p.148). 

This definition remains valid today; however, the emphasis has changed towards using 

blended learning to enhance all teaching in HE, not just courses delivered predominantly 

online. The essence of a blended learning environment is to ‘extend thinking and 

discourse over time and space’ (Vaughan et al., 2013). HE has changed and the traditional 

classroom setting is no longer considered sufficiently robust to address the demands of 

the current student body (Pond, 2002; Dziuban et al., 2014). Larger class sizes make the 

traditional student-professor interrelationship more difficult to achieve, so an effective 

mode of delivery, which embraces technology and a sense of community, bridges this 

divide (Kanuka and Brooks, 2010). Bleed (2001) coined the phrase ‘bricks and clicks’ as 

a metaphor for teaching in a blended learning environment; however, the pedagogy for 

using computers to augment and complement traditional teaching methods has advanced 

well beyond this. Blended learning requires a pedagogical approach, which designs 

teaching and learning strategies such that a tapestry of learning is seamlessly created to 

afford the student the greatest probability of success.  

 

Vaughan et al. (2013), building on their previous work which related primarily to 

online/distance learning, adapted their Community of Inquiry model to a blended space. 

They advocated using this model to facilitate a student-centred approach when dealing 

with large classes. It allows for the integration of context into the teaching space while 

simultaneously providing a roadmap for teaching in a blended environment. 

 
2.5.1 The Community of Inquiry Model: An Overview 

 

The Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework provides a methodology for teaching and 

learning that facilitates the fusion of deep learning and higher order thinking (Lipman, 

2003). Embedded in the framework is an acknowledgement that education is both a 

collaborative and an individual constructivist learning experience, thus allowing 

discourse and reflection to co-exist seamlessly (Vaughan et al., 2013).  

 

In their seminal publication, Critical Inquiry in a Text-Based Environment: Computer 

Conferencing in Higher Education, Garrison et al. (2000) drew on the theory of a CoI to 
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develop a working framework that adapted the principles of a CoI to an online educational 

platform. The theory underpinning a CoI contrasted the understanding of knowledge 

formation as a process of enquiry with the Cartesian model that knowledge is a static 

unchanging reality. This view of learning at university embraces the new paradigm of 

student-centred teaching and learning, thus positioning this model as one that could be 

adopted in any blended environment.  

 

Each presence in the CoI framework is an essential element of the process towards a 

successful higher educational experience; however, as the framework has developed, so 

has the prioritisation of each of these. In their original work, Garrison et al. (2000) cited 

cognitive presence as the most important element, declaring it as ‘basic to success in 

higher education’, social presence was described as ‘a support to cognitive presence’ and 

teaching presence was seen mainly as the ‘primary responsibility’ of the teacher (pp. 89-

90). The importance of teaching presence has altered as the model has evolved into a 

model of teaching in all fora. Garrison and Cleveland-Innes (2005, p.141) concluded that 

cognitive presence alone would not result in deep learning: ‘the quality of the interaction 

(i.e. critical discourse) must be a specific design goal and directed in a sustained manner 

if deep approaches to learning are to be achieved’. Various studies that were carried out 

assessing the validity of the CoI framework concluded that students’ failure to reach the 

higher phases of critical thinking was down to teaching practices (Garrison and Arbaugh, 

2007; Ice et al., 2009; Kanuka and Anderson, 1998). Teaching presence is defined as:  

 
The effort and activity around the design, facilitation, and direction of cognitive and 
social processes in learning communities for the purpose of realising personally 
meaningful and educationally worthwhile learning. 

 (Vaughan et al., 2013, p.2) 
 

While all three elements of this model need to co-exist in the teaching environment, 

teaching presence is seen as the linchpin that leads to deep and meaningful learning 

outcomes (Vaughan et al., 2013). The teacher, through careful design and implementation 

of the course, ensures the achievement of the other elements. Social presence creates the 

environment in which students can benefit from engagement with others. The social 

presence in a blended environment facilitates critical engagement as students have time 

to think and then write their views in a safe and congenial space. Cognitive presence is 
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defined as ‘the extent to which learners are able to construct and confirm meaning through 

sustained reflection and discourse in a critical community of inquiry’ (Garrison et al., 

2001, p.11). Through a carefully designed course, students can develop their critical 

skills, achieved by progression through a problem or issue, starting with a triggering 

event, an exploration phase, an integration of ideas and finally a resolution. The smooth 

progression through these phases is facilitated through an expert teaching presence. This 

presence is vital to the achievement of a successful CoI. Using the CoI theoretical 

framework, student engagement and sustained reflection can be achieved through the 

careful design and implementation of these three presences (Vaughan et al., 2013).  

 

The developers of the CoI framework recognised that the provision of an environment 

where critical thinking, reflection, and deep learning can transpire is no guarantee that it 

will. Chickering and Gamson (1987) cited seven principles of good teaching practice [see 

section 2.4.2]which emanated from research into teaching and learning in the traditional 

face-to-face classroom; these have been reshaped to reflect the CoI framework. Given 

that teaching presence is deemed the linchpin in this framework, the three elements of 

teaching presence - design, facilitation and direction - form its core, with social and 

cognitive presences emerging from these.  

 

Figure 2-2:  Categories of teaching presence in the Community of Inquiry Framework 

 
The principles that provide a plan and direction for those hoping to create a sustainable 

Community of Inquiry are: 
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1. Plan for the creation of open communication and trust. [Social and cognitive 

challenges with design]. 

2. Plan for critical reflection and discourse. [Social and cognitive challenges with 

design]. 

3. Establish community and cohesion. [Social and cognitive challenges with 

facilitation]. 

4. Establish inquiry dynamics. [Social and cognitive challenges with facilitation]. 

5. Sustain respect and responsibility. [Social and cognitive challenges with direction]. 

6. Sustain inquiry that moves to resolution. [Social and cognitive challenges with 

direction]. 

7. Ensure assessment is congruent with intended processes and outcomes. [Social and 

cognitive challenges with direction]. 

(Vaughan et al., 2013, p.17) 

 

The CoI framework embodies many of the facets of HE mentioned in previous sections 

of this literature review. The three presences capture the ethos of the social constructivist 

paradigm espoused by Vygotsky and Piaget while also being sufficiently fluid to facilitate 

adaptation to different modules and contexts. Teachers could identify the core elements 

of each module topic, the inner logic, and design the course such that the most effective 

means of communication is utilised in its delivery.  

 

The CoI framework could be applied to a face-to-face teaching environment; however, 

through the mediation of technology, students can learn at their own pace, while the social 

network provides motivation. In a first-year class of over 100 students, it is difficult for 

teachers to know when a topic has been understood fully. While all students are 

approximately the same age, they come with different world views and from different 

cultural backgrounds. Falzon (1998, p.38) states that people move from one view of the 

world to another by ‘a process of ordering the world in terms of our categories, organizing 

it and classifying it, actively bring it under control in some way’ so students assimilate 

information they hear in class and construct meaning based on their prior knowledge and 

experiences. Challenges or countervailing arguments posed by others require a 

reassessing of this view and through this iterative process students create new meanings 

and develop their cognitive abilities (Jarvis, 2006, p. 27 cited in Illeris, 2009).   
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The CoI has been extensively researched over the past fifteen years, with countervailing 

views on its impact. The following section assesses these findings, placing particular 

emphasis on research that addressed the use of the model in large diverse first-year 

college classrooms. 

 

2.6 Learning in Communities of Inquiry – Research findings 

 
The CoI framework was initially presented by Garrison et al. (2000) as a process model. 

This model identified the elements they felt constituted a robust student-centred college 

education, once all three presences were present. Their aspiration was that ‘this template 

would be used to assess different educational approaches and strategies in facilitiating a 

community of inquiry’ (p.103). Their seminal work was situated in a computer 

conferencing context and much of the earlier research was conducted with online courses. 

The findings from these earlier projects subsequently informed much of the more recent 

research which applied to blended learning contexts; hence, it is worth briefly presenting 

these earlier findings below. 

 

In their 2005 study, Garrison and Cleveland-Innes used four distance course designs, each 

specifically chosen to showcase the impact instructor presence had on student interaction. 

The courses were all text-based online courses with some computer conferencing. This 

study measured students’ progress between the start of term and the end of term with 

respect to the students’ approaches to learning. The findings showed that the nature of 

interactions and teaching presence were crucial to ensure deep approaches to learning. 

The course that was specifically designed to encourage deep learning via focused critical 

discourse and suitably designed tasks showed the greatest increase in deep learning over 

the semester. This course also limited social discourse to dialogue on the subject matter 

and the students’ views of it, keeping interaction on purely social content to a minimum. 

This research showed that interaction by itself does not promote a deep approach to 

learning, but that these interactions need to be mediated by the teacher or other students 

in order for cognitive presence to emerge.  

 

Rovai and Jordan (2004) compared the sense of community within the traditional 

classroom, a fully online course and a blended course. What makes blended learning so 
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attractive is its ability to facilitate a community of enquiry where students can have free 

and open dialogue, critical debate, negotiation and agreement, all hallmarks of higher 

education (Garrison and Kanuka, 2004). In this study, blended learning was defined as a 

hybrid of face-to-face teaching and online learning such that the online component 

becomes a natural extension of the face-to-face component. Participants in this study were 

all graduates. The emphasis in the study on the sense of community within the various 

modalities of delivery examined is rooted in the idea that it is within a community that 

deep learning takes place. Greater emphasis is currently being placed by educators on the 

importance of a strong sense of community in colleges as studies have linked attrition 

rates and student burnout to a low sense of community (McCarthy et al., 1990; Tinto, 

1975) and it is in this context that this research investigated the sense of community 

students felt in each of the three aforementioned settings. This research was conducted 

with graduate-level trainee teachers. Three cohorts were taught independently by three 

carefully chosen lecturers, each renowned for their teaching abilities, who valued 

‘interaction and collaborative group work’ (p.5). Pre- and post- questionnaires measured 

students’ sense of connectedness and learning, with results showing that participants in 

the blended learning course scored significantly higher on the connectedness and learning 

which underpinned the community scores, compared with the online and face-to-face 

groups. Qualitative feedback from this research highlighted the fear students experience 

with technology, at least at the initial stages of a programme, but that following the online 

delivery one student said ‘ I feel the experiences this programme has given me have better 

prepared me for the classroom than any lecture I had in my traditional undergraduate 

work, and I’ve been teaching for six years’ (p. 10). Feedback from the online cohort of 

students mentioned the difficulty in understanding abstract concepts in a purely text-

based environment and that the lack of visual cues and verbal intonations from lecturers 

had led to mis-interpretations which would not occur in a face-to-face situation. Online 

students did acknowledge the fact that the online delivery allowed for reflection and 

absorption of the material in advance of any discussions. This research found that this 

extra time allowed students to provide more in-depth answers and promoted critical 

thinking skills. Students on the online course felt that this approach, to a course like this, 

would only work online if the lecturer ‘mastered the online format’ and was vigilant in 

correcting any misconceptions posted by other students. This finding reiterates the 

importance of pedagogy and design in the success of online teaching formats.   
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A very similar piece of research was conducted by Akyol et al. (2009), which explored 

the developmental and perceptional differences between online and blended learning. 

This study was also with graduate students and the goal of the research was to explore 

the developmental differences of the three presences (social, teaching and cognitive) in 

the CoI framework and to study students’ perceptions of each presence. Online learning 

was defined in the article as ‘learning delivered by using asynchronous and synchronous 

communication technologies; blended learning is the integration of face-to-face and 

online learning’ (p.65). The emphasis in this research was on course design and the 

importance of this to student learning. The authors contended that if a successful 

community of learners exists, deep learning will ensue. They use the CoI framework as a 

well-structured model to create an effective learning community, with this research 

assessing the extent to which the three presences of this framework are perceived in a 

blended context and a wholly online one.  

 

In the research conducted by Akyol et al. (2009), transcripts of forum posts, interviews, 

and the CoI survey were categorised using indicators as described in Table 2.1. The 

objective was to assess cognitive progression through the four stages of the practical 

inquiry model: triggering event, exploration and integration through to the resolution 

phase. An interesting finding from this study was the significant difference between the 

frequency of the integration phase of discourse on the blended course compared with the 

online course. The exploration phase was significantly higher in the online course. The 

higher incidence of the integration phase with the students on the blended learning course 

was explained by the fact that the face-to-face sessions allowed for the triggering events 

and the exploration phases to be addressed there. The online discussions with the blended 

students could therefore be more reflective and rigorous. Earlier studies by Vaughan and 

Garrison (2005) had revealed that students preferred to explore the triggering and 

exploration phases in the face-to-face venue. In this particular study, the face-to-face 

interactions were assessed via interviews rather than analysis of the discussions and 

interactions as they occurred. Conrad (2005) also found that students valued face-to-face 

contact and that it complemented online communication.  

 

While there have been many research papers that concluded that the CoI framework leads 

to higher order thinking and deep learning, there have also been critics of the framework 
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and the research underpinning these assertions. Rourke and Kanuka (2009) reviewed the 

literature pertaining to the CoI framework and were very critical of the lack of empirical 

evidence proving that deep learning emanated from a successful community of inquiry. 

In their paper, Rourke and Kanuka (2009) acknowledged the empirical results from 

various studies which establish observations regarding the efficacy of cognitive presence, 

social presence and teaching presence; however, these of themselves are deemed 

redundant in the absence of any research showing a link that the CoI framework leads to 

deep learning. Studies which looked at social presence identified high correlations 

between social presence and student satisfaction with e-learning. Other studies found that 

students’ social engagement transcends the mundane as the online discussions progress 

(Rovai, 2002). High correlations were also found between teaching presence and social 

presence (Shea et al., 2006). Rourke and Kanuka (2009) acknowledged the benefit of 

these studies in their own right but argued that they do not show a causal relationship 

between the dependent variable deep learning and the supposed independent variables, 

cognitive presence, social presence and teaching presence. They focused on creating 

dependent variables from the independent variables, thus failing to discover causal 

relationships between deep and meaningful learning and the three presences that make up 

the CoI framework. Rourke and Kanuka (2009) contended that before further research is 

conducted into the presence, conclusive evidence should be provided that learning in a 

CoI does indeed lead to deep and meaningful learning. Up until 2009, no study of the CoI 

framework had found that this approach to teaching in an online environment led to 

student engagement with the higher order tenets of cognitive presence. The review by 

Rourke and Kanuka (2009) is very damning of the ability of a CoI to lead to deep and 

meaningful learning; from their meta-study of research in the field only 5 from 252 papers 

reviewed attempted to measure learning and when this was attempted the methodology 

used by the researchers was predominantly based on self-declarations. While Rovai 

(2002) asserted that self-reports as a measure of learning is preferable to grades which 

are unreliable and bear little relationship with student learning, Rourke and Kanuka 

(2009) disagreed and felt that a student who states ‘strongly agree’ to a statement such as 

‘I learned much on this course’ is not unequivocally stating that they became deeper 

learners, as it is unclear whether this learning impacted on their attitude towards the 

content or merely allowed them to rote-learn the material more efficiently. 
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The relevance of these findings is that they highlight the misunderstandings often 

associated with the CoI framework. Akyol et al., (2009, p.124) argue that the CoI is ‘first 

and foremost a process model’. The CoI model as developed by Garrison and Anderson 

(2003) describes a generic educational experience which can be adopted by educationists, 

whose primary purpose is to provide a deep and meaningful learning experience for 

students.  

 

2.7 Summary 

 

This literature review illuminated many of the hallmarks of a university education. Deep 

learning, emanating from carefully-selected pedagogical practices should be the goal of 

all educationalists. As with all facets of life, technology has provided the tools and means 

to enhance the learning experience of students beyond the hitherto face-to-face 

experienced by most students; however, the harnessing of the benefits of these 

technological advances is paramount to its successful implementation.  

 

The Community of Inquiry is a framework which provides a roadmap, which research 

has shown can in certain circumstances lead to enhanced engagement and learning via 

the integration of the three presences, teaching, social and cognitive, into the design of a 

course. As this model was originally developed as a framework for teaching purely 

online, much of the research available relates to e-learning contexts. Where research has 

been conducted in blended environments, it has predominantly been with small groups 

and often with post-graduate students. Such a student cohort will by necessity have 

accumulated much of the prior domain knowledge of a discipline and as such may require 

less direct instruction than first-year students who are often ‘novice learners’ within 

specific domains. This research sought to draw together the many facets of teaching and 

learning to provide a more engaging and academically satisfying experience for large 

heterogeneous novice learners.  

 

Research has shown that students learn when they are part of a Community of Inquiry 

and that they also need to reflect and absorb new information in their own time. A blended 

model facilitates this where the online aspect allows for student reflection and the class 

time allows for the foundations of domain knowledge to be taught while also facilitating 
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debate and the development of countervailing opinions. It is for this reason that this 

research investigates undergraduate students’ motivation and engagement when studying 

in a blended environment and how this impacted on their approach to learning. 

 

The following chapter sets out the approach by the researcher in conducting this research 

and justifies the methodological stance taken. 
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3 Methodolgy 
 

3.1 Introduction 

 
Good educational research depends on using disciplined enquiry, in other words, 
collecting and interpreting evidence in systematic ways and according to agreed 
procedures, but not restricted to any dominant methodology.  

(Entwistle, 2009, p. 5) 

 

This study aims to explore the impact a blended learning environment had on teaching 

and learning in a large class of first-year undergraduate students. A mixed methods design 

was used to collect and analyse the data. Drawing on quantitative and qualitative 

techniques, this design was chosen as it allowed for optimal use of the available sources 

of data to answer the research questions.  

 

This chapter begins by setting out the theoretical framework underpinning the research 

and the methodological position adopted. The research questions are presented and the 

design of the research which evolved from the framework and the questions are argued 

and justified. The selection on data collection methods and the analytical tools adopted is 

followed by a section on the reliability and validity of the research methods, variables 

and analytical tools. The chapter ends with a discussion of the ethical issues involved in 

this study and how these were addressed. 

 

3.2 Theoretical framework 

 

The scholarship of teaching and learning which has developed over recent years and was 

explored in chapter 2, has led to copious amounts of research on pedagogical practice and 

student engagement in higher education. This research sought to harness these research 

findings to explore a teaching and learning environment where students and teachers 

could together form part of the teaching and learning process and move away from the 

traditional teacher-student relationship. Coupled with this objective was a recognition that 

technological improvements and the virtual learning environments (VLEs) that are 

commonly available in all colleges could be used more effectively to engage students and 

enhance learning. The Community of Inquiry theoretical framework, operating in a 
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blended learning environment, places the teacher as collaboratively present in designing, 

facilitating and directing the educational experience. This framework provided the 

vehicle by which the first-year module could be rewritten and delivered in a blended 

learning environment  

 

Major influencers for this research were Biggs and Tang (2007) and their drive to 

‘enhance teaching and learning through reflective practice’ by providing practical advice 

to teachers on pedagogical practice. Their model of teaching, where effective teaching is 

seen as ‘encouraging students to use learning activities most likely to achieve the 

outcomes intended’ (p.15), embraced the student-centred approach to learning in higher 

education. The work of Marton and Saljö identified students’ approaches to learning as a 

framework to address deep and surface learning; here the emphasis is on the teaching and 

learning environment and learning related activities as the drivers and motivating factors 

underpinning students’ approaches to learning. Their work emphasises the role of the 

teacher in the process of learning, not just in the process of teaching. Work by Kirschner 

et al. (2006) on the need for direct instruction with novice learners also influenced the 

researcher’s approach to the module. The CoI framework asserts that deep and 

meaningful learning emanates from students working within a CoI. This research seeks 

to explore if this also applies to large heterogeneous classes of first-year undergraduate 

students taught using a blended model of delivery.  

 

While a theoretical framework provides a lens through which research is approached, the 

paradigmatic underpinning of any research is important in locating the research within an 

educational sphere while also focusing the aforementioned lens. The following section 

presents a brief overview of the paradigms in educational research and discusses the 

reasons for the adoption of the pragmatic approach to this research. 

 

3.3 Research paradigms: An overview 

 

The philosophical debates surrounding educational research have led to extensive 

literature on paradigms and the appropriateness of each. According to Hammersley 

(2005) this has led to a situation where the focus is often on the paradigm used rather than 

on the research conducted when assessing the value of educational research. He noted 
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that ‘the practice of research cannot be reduced to following explicit rules, and that 

methodological guidance must be developed, in large part, out of actually doing 

educational research rather than on the basis of pre-conceived ideas about the scientific 

method’ (p.140). Leaving aside inter-academic arguments concerning the appropriateness 

of each paradigm, this overview illustrates the interconnectivity between paradigms and 

the fluid nature with which one philosophical view can seep into another, the ‘blurring of 

genres’ as Geetz (cited in Denzin and Lincoln, 2005, p.191) postulated.  

 

Hartas (2010) discussed paradigms in the context of quantitative and qualitative research. 

Other researchers classify paradigms into positivist, post-positivist, interpretivist, 

constructivist and post-modern on a continuum. Scott and Usher (1995, cited in Cumming 

2012, p.2) defined paradigms as ‘frameworks that function as maps or guides to address 

and define acceptable theories or explanations’. Lincoln et al. (2011) suggested that the 

distinguishing characteristics among different paradigms are epistemological views on 

what knowledge is, and on the role of the researcher with regard to the results of the 

research. 

 

Positivism and post-positivism seek to replicate the tenets of research in the natural 

sciences in the social realm, research in this domain is objective. This approach pre-

supposes an ability to measure the subject of the research before a theory can be tested 

and that the accumulation of facts in itself adds to the body of what is considered 

knowledge (Bryman, 2016). Lincoln and Guba (1985) identified positivist research as 

research that is carried out in a value-free environment, and while this adds reliability and 

generalisability to any findings it also desensitises the research to any outside influences. 

Post-positivists acknowledge that research in the social domain, when dealing with 

human beings, is different from the natural sciences and cannot be conducted in a totally 

value-free environment. Truth, in post-positivist research, is not defined as absolute truth 

but rather a probabilistically apprehensible one (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005). Research 

carried out in this paradigm is characterised by a fixed research design; surveys and 

questionnaires are the primary data-collection methods and the analysis employs 

statistical analysis to establish the significance of findings. 
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In the 1960s and 1970s, educational researchers moved away from quantitative methods, 

favouring qualitative research methods. Post-positivist research was seen to have failed 

to capture ‘an understanding’ of the social world which many felt had more value than 

mere measurement of it. Interpretivist and constructivist paradigms gained currency as 

researchers moved away from a desire to measure social entities towards a desire to 

understand the social world. No longer were researchers seen as distinct entities from the 

researched but rather an integral part of the process. Research in this domain is 

characterised by a fluid and flexible design, with the focus of the research possibly 

changing as the research progresses. Open-ended interviews, diary entries, reflective 

accounts are often used to collect data, and data is analysed using multiple levels of 

abstraction. ‘Often, writers present their study in stages with multiple themes that can be 

combined into larger themes or perspective or layer their analysis from the particular to 

the general’ (Robson, 2002, p.166).  

 

Researchers located in the critical/participatory paradigm, no longer wish to merely 

understand the social world; they wish to change it. Critical paradigms address the power 

imbalances inherent in many social settings and strive to force change and challenge 

oppression. The researcher and researched together pursue change, often with 

marginalised communities. Researchers situated in the critical paradigms co-research, so 

that the objects of the research and the researchers co-create reality and give it cosmos 

(Denzin and Lincoln, 2005). 

 

This brief overview illustrates the continuum from totally value-free research within the 

post-positivist paradigm, through interpretivism where the researcher provides an 

objective account of the subjective reality, to constructivism where multiple realities are 

assumed to co-exist and the goal is understanding co-constructed multiple realities 

(Bryman, 2016).  

 

The research questions posed in this research did not fit neatly into any of the above 

paradigms; as Cronbach and Suppes (1969, p.14) said, ‘the study of education requires 

non-quantitative as well as quantitative techniques and includes naturalistic observation’. 

The classroom environment is a complex social setting, and while aspects of each of the 

paradigms mentioned above could add to the understanding of student behaviour within 
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this setting, none was sufficient on its own to capture the essense of the research 

questions.  

 

3.3.1 Bringing research into the classroom 

 
Gibbons et al. (1994) distinguished between ‘mode 1’ and ‘mode 2’ knowledge, in an 

effort to draw a distinction between educational research conducted by academics outside 

the classroom and research conducted by research practitioners. The first referred to 

knowledge of a conceptual nature, theoretical knowledge, and abstraction, which often 

originated in universities where ‘problems are set and solved in a context governed by 

the, largely academic, interests of a specific community’ (Gibbons et al., 1994, p.3). 

Mode 2 knowledge, reflected knowledge gleaned by practitioners working in the field; it  

embraces a reflexive approach to research that is more socially accountable. This mode 

of knowledge is often aligned with knowledge of a practical nature, derived from lived 

experiences by the researcher. Other noted researchers have recognised and authenticated 

practice-based research (Brown and Duguid, 2000; Schön 1995; Wenger 1999) by 

postulating that while Mode 1 knowledge is relevant, knowledge is in fact a collective 

endeavour developed by communities of practice.  

 

In the realm of educational research, Kennedy (1997) suggested that the lack of evidence 

available to demonstrate that research influences practice is due to teachers feeling that 

educational research is often not relevant to their everyday practice. In fact, there is a long 

tradition of disappointment among educationalists concerning the dearth of evidence that 

research is influencing teaching practice (Bagley, 1934; Kaestle, 1993). Much of the 

discontent with educational research rests with the often-fraught debates among 

academics concerning research design. The emphasis on experimental design through the 

1960s concentrated on finding causal relationships between variables. This is difficult in 

the educational sphere, given the nature of changing circumstances and the fact that no 

two educational situations or classrooms are identical. While an experimental research 

design allowed for the control of some variables, the notion of finding universal truths 

using this approach waned as the discipline entered the 1970s. Cronbach (1975) admitted  

that even if a way were found to design educational studies where all variables could be 

measured and accounted for, educational research conducted using the experimental 

design would not lead to a critical mass of valid research findings but would decay as all 



 
 

59 

social contexts are constantly changing. Teaching and learning is not a discipline that 

universal truths can be discovered for and generalised from. This raises the question; what 

research design is most appropriate in researching teaching and learning in a modern 

university classroom?  

 

Many academics would now argue that if teachers are to produce important knowledge, 

the research should take place within real classrooms (Brown, 1992). Kennedy (1997) 

also cited the lack of access to research findings as a reason for the schism between 

research findings and their practical application. Too much of the published work 

pertaining to educational research relates to theory or concepts rather than practical 

examples that teachers could implement in their practice. Kember et al. (1997) advocated 

an approach to educational research whereby various ‘inventories of approaches to 

learning’ should be utilised to add to a body of knowledge in this domain. This would 

suggest that if research findings presented teachers with tangible tools to aid their 

practice, educational research findings would be more easily rolled out in schools and 

colleges. Kember et al. (1997) argued that if the copious amounts of research on 

enhancing student learning, from technology-enhanced teaching and learning to differing 

assessment methods, are to be believed, they need some form of evaluation. The question 

is how to embrace both quantitative methods and qualitative methods in a research design 

which leads to reliable and valid findings.  

 

Onwuegbuzie and Leech (2005) rejected the purist view that research methodologies 

should embrace either quantitative methods or qualitative methods and that the two 

approaches were mutually exclusive. Pragmatic researchers reject the view that 

quantitative research is assumed to be positivist and qualitative research hermeneutic, and 

advocate an integration of both methods and methodologies within a single research 

project when appropriate. A move away from the labels of quantitative and qualitative 

toward the alternatives of exploratory and confirmatory methods allows pragmatic 

researchers to use both qualitative and quantitative methods to explain and confirm their 

research questions and outcomes. This researcher has adopted this approach in this 

research by prioritising the objectives of the research and the research questions over the 

methodology used, such that the most appropriate data collection methods could emerge. 

Pragmatic researchers tend to use quantitative data to inform and illuminate the 
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qualitative data and vice-versa, a position this researcher has adopted in both the analysis 

and discussion chapters and is summarised in the final paragraph of the paper by 

(Onwuegbuzie and Leech, 2005, p. 385). 

By utilizing quantitative and qualitative techniques within the same framework, 
pragmatic researchers can incorporate the strengths of both methodologies. Most 
importantly, pragmatic researchers are more likely to be cognisant of all available 
research techniques and to select methods with respect to their value for addressing 
the underlying research questions, rather than with regard to some preconceived 
biases about which paradigm is a hegemony in social science research.  

Research findings on teacher research of their own classroom often centre on action 

research (AR) methodologies; however, while this was considered in this research 

project, it was rejected in favour of a mixed-methods approach, though aspects of AR did 

influence the design of the research. Although this approach was not adopted, many of its 

tenets are evident in the research and thus a brief overview of its main hallmarks is worthy 

of mention here.  

 

 

3.3.2 Action research 

 

Teachers are increasingly using Action Research (AR) as a means of validating their 

practice or as a means of evaluating new pedagogical practices (McNiff, 2013). A 

distinctive feature of AR is that the researcher and the researched are not distinct 

disconnected entities but rather co-operate in the research with the purpose of improving 

the plight of both. The work by John Dewey (1859-1952) emphasised the experiential 

nature of education which led to the progressive educational movement in the United 

States of America. Dewey also emphasised the role of ‘activity that involves some form 

of ‘testing out’ ideas derived from reflective practice’ (Norton, 2009, p.51). In the post-

war period, AR as a methodology fell into decline as ‘outside’ educational researchers, 

as opposed to ‘teachers as researchers’ were employed to research post-war problems in 

education and the curriculum. Action Research as a research methodology lost 

momentum in the late 1950s but re-emerged in the late 1960s both in the USA and the 

United Kindom.  
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Lawrence Stenhouse (1983) emphasised the need for teachers as the primary providers of 

education in schools to drive educational research. Some would argue that his views did 

not extend to teachers as reseachers but rather as subjects in an interpretivist study 

(McNiff, 2013); however, Rudduck (1988, p.30) argued that Stenhouse’s work was 

guided by the belief that ‘the virtue of humanity is diminished in man when judgement is 

overruled by authority’. In his 1978 publication, Stenhouse advocated the use of teacher- 

action research above other paradigms, stressing the fact that teachers themselves are 

most suited to carrying out classroom research by ‘producing theory that can enrich 

action’ (p.9). Stenhouse (1983) stopped short of fully recognising the teacher as 

researcher, seeing the teacher as a conduit rather than the instrument of research.  

 
Ideally, there would be collaboration between teachers and students and a 
willingness to let researchers or professional theorists into their dialogue to see if 
they can pull their weight. 

(Stenhouse, 1983, p.214) 

 

So while Stenhouse’s work heralded the idea of practitioner researcher, his untimely 

death meant that he is not accredited with this contribution to action research as it is 

known today.  

 

A modified action research model was adopted in this research, following discussions 

with my colleagues, critical friends and superiors that an action research project with first-

year students would not be appropriate. Also, as I was the only first-year lecturer 

interested in this research, a collaboration between colleagues was not possible. It was 

therefore decided to conduct this research using a mixed methods design but integrating 

elements of AR practices.  

 

3.4 Mixed methods research 

 

Given that the purpose of this research was to explore students’ approaches to learning in 

a classroom setting, where the researcher is also the lecturer and thus an ‘insider-

researcher’ it was important to use a research methodology which facilitated the synergy 

between these aspects of the project. A mixed-methods methodology was chosen so that 

many data sources would serve to collaborate and complement findings. Johnson and 
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Turner (2003, p.299) cited an advantage of mixed-methods research as allowing 

‘Methods to be mixed in a way that has complementary strengths and non-overlapping 

weaknesses’. A mixed-methods approach provides a depth and breadth that is not possible 

using either quantitative or qualitative data exclusively (Creswell, 2003) 

 

Clark and Ivankova (2016) defined mixed methods research as ‘A process of research in 

which researchers integrate quantitative and qualitative methods of data collection and 

analysis to best understand a research purpose’ where the process consists of the research 

purpose, the research questions and the inferences drawn. The acceptance of mixed-

methods as a research paradigm (Johnson and Onwuegbuzie, 2004), a methodology 

(Tasshakkori and Teddlie, 2003) and a research approach (Creswell, 2014) has led to an 

increase in the use of mixed-methods across all disciplines, particularly in educational 

research. In tandem with its increased use as a research approach comes the proliferation 

of research articles positing differing views and approaches to its implementation, 

particularly with regard to research concerning blended learning.  

 

Mixed-methods research design has traditionally been divided into three possibilities, as 

explained in Table 3.1. 
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(Adapted from Creswell, 2014) 

Table 3-1  Mixed Methods Typologies 

 

This research most reflects the embedded design, where the quantitative data were 

collected during the semester and analysed to explore the impact the new pedagogical 

approach had on student outcomes, while the qualitative focus group data were collected 

after the semester was completed in order to enhance our understanding of the findings 

from the quantitative research, but also to answer different research questions. This 

approach sought to mitigate any bias that ongoing qualitative data collection might have 

had on student engagement as the term progressed. Passey (2012, p.12) pointed out that 

‘qualitative studies can provide insights that allow research findings to be applied to 

practice more readily’ which further validates the mixed methods approach, given the aim 

to apply the findings from this research across other modules in the future.  
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3.5 Research aims and research questions 

 

The choice of research design is driven by the aims of the research and the research 

questions emanating from those aims. As mentioned in the introduction, the aims of this 

research were to explore and evaluate students’ engagement and progress when learning 

in a blended environment. Emanating from this broad aim, the following objectives were 

developed: 

• To establish if students’ approaches to learning changed during the semester and to 

investigate if there was any linkage between changes in students’ approaches to 

learning and their engagement in the blended environment. 

• To explore the use of blended learning as a means of creating a more engaging 

educational environment that allowed all students to work within their own zone of 

proximal development (ZPD). 

• To provide recommendations on how online pedagogical practice can be used to 

engage large mixed ability classes. 

In designing a research project, the purpose of the study, the theory underpinning the 

work, the research questions, the methods of collection and the sampling strategy all form 

part of the research collage; however, the research questions are pivotal to the process. 

Evolving from the aims and objectives, the following three questions were developed:  

 

Research Question 1 

When students are taught in a blended learning environment, does their approach to 

learning change? 

 

Research Question 2 

Can a blended learning environment enhance engagement and motivation to learn among 

first-year undergraduate students? 

 

Research Question 3  

Did learning outcomes [grades] reflect student engagement with the blended learning 

environment? 
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3.6 The research sample and setting  

 

This research was conducted over one semester of 12 weeks in 2016 with a first-year 

macroeconomics class at a large private third-level education college in Dublin, Ireland. 

The research was conducted with a full-time class of approximately 100 students and a 

part-time class of approximately 25 students. The student numbers were fluid as students 

left during the semester. The full-time class included students taking a BA Business 

Degree, a BA Accounting and Finance Degree, exchange students from various 

international colleges who spend one semester in Ireland, and repeating students. Over 

60% of all students were international students whose first language was not English and 

who had progressed through different pre-college pathways before commencing this 

course. Students in the part-time class were studying for a BA in Accounting and Finance 

degree and were all working full-time. They attended classes two nights a week and had 

macroeconomics for one hour 30 minutes each week. They were mainly Irish mature 

students but some were residents of Ireland, though originally from abroad. All students  

were taught using a blended approach; however, only those students who chose to sign 

consent forms were included in any data analysis.  

 

The macroeconomics module is a 5-credit level 8 module on the National Framework of 

Qualifications. The credit system dictates the student effort necessary to achieve 

accreditation for a module and the level 8 indicates it is an honours degree course. Five 

credits translate to approximately 125 effort hours of which 36 hours are traditionally 

face-to-face hours with the balance deemed as self-directed learning. Traditionally, and 

in all other modules, these 36 hours comprised 2 hours of lectures per week for 13 weeks 

and a one-hour tutorial for 10 weeks of term for full-time students. Part-time students 

receive 1.5 hours of face-to face teaching per week. The self-directed learning hours have 

in the past been cited by students as difficult ‘to know what to do with’ and many 

colleagues have complained that some students do very little work outside of the 

classroom hours in preparation for class or as continual study.  

 

This research created an online presence that dovetailed with the face-to-face class to 

create a blended environment where students could continue their studies in a structured 

way beyond the confines of the classroom. The basic content did not alter as the module 
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was also being taught in satellite locations, in Ireland and abroad, which were not part of 

this research. While this did not impact on my students or the study, it did mean that 

online engagement could not be explicitly linked to assessment grades nor could an 

allocation of marks be awarded for participation in any of the online discussions or 

activities.  

 

Table 3-2 details the number of students who consented to this research, which involved 

completing two questionnaires and allowing their contributions to the module both online 

and in class, together with assessments transcripts, to be analysed as part of the research 

process.  

 

 

Table 3-2  The participation rate categorised by mode of study 

 

Note: The numbers recorded above represent the official registered numbers in the class; 

however, this varied throughout the term as students left the course.  
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3.7 Data collection instruments 

 

Multiple data sources allowed for concurrent collection of both quantitative and 

qualitative data over the 12-week period. Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004) advocate the 

use of multiple sources of data as this serves to increase validity and reliability. By taking 

a mixed-methods position, reseachers can choose from various data sources and select 

the elements which answer their research question most comprehensively.  

 

There were four main sources of data used in this study.  

[Students were unaware of their final grades when they completed the questionnaires] 

 

1. The Revised Two-Factor Study Process Questionnaire (R-SPQ-2F) was distributed 

at the beginning and at the end of semester. The shortened version of the original 

Biggs (1987) questionnaire was used as it was developed specifically to study the 

impact a new pedagogical approach has on students’ approaches to learning. 

2. Moodle, the online virtual learning environment (VLE) used in the college, 

facilitated the collection of student data emanating from all online activity.  

3. Student assessment grades from the continual assessment and the proctored 

examination were added to the database.  

4. Student interview and focus groups were conducted following the examinations, 

but before results were distributed. A qualitative thematic analysis method was used 

to look for common themes (Maxwell, 1996).  

The researcher’s diary, class notes and reflections on the focus groups were consulted 

throughout the analysis to provide context and depth to the research findings. 

 

3.7.1 Questionnaire and quantitative data harvested from Moodle 

 

The Students’ Approach to Learning (SAL) was measured using the shortened version of 

the Study Process Questionnaire developed by Biggs et al. (2001) and the accompanying 

scoring sheet (Appendix 3). Permission was given to use this for research purposes (Biggs 

et al., 2001, p.145). 
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The questionnaire is not designed as a ‘learning styles’ questionnaire as per Honey and 

Mumford (1986) but rather as a tool teachers can use to assess students’ approaches to 

learning following an intervention or change in pedagogical approach (Kember et al., 

1997).  

The questionnaire was not modified, as this would require revalidation; however, students 

were asked to use the economics module as their reference point when answering the 20 

questions.  

The questionnaire comprised 20 questions, ten of which loaded to a factor that describes 

a surface learning approach (SA) 3+4+7+8+11+12+15+16+19+20] and ten items mapped 

to a deep approach to learning (DA) [1+2+5+6+9+10+13+14+17+18]. These two main 

scales subdivide to two subscales measuring deep and surface motive and deep and 

surface strategy [DM, SM, DS, SS] approaches to learning. An example of a question that 

loaded to a deep learning approach is detailed below as Q1 and an example of a question 

that loaded to a surface approach to learning is given as Q8: 

 

1. I find that at times studying gives me a deep personal satisfaction. 

8. I learn some things by rote, going over and over them until I know them by heart 

even if I do not understand them. 

 

Using a scoring system, each student received a score for the two main scales and four 

sub-scales embedded in the questionnaire:  

• Main scales 

§ Deep Approach to learning (DA);  

§ Surface Approach to learning (SA)  

• Four subscales:  

§ Deep Motive (DM); Deep Strategy (DS); Surface Motive (SM); and Surface 

Strategy (SS). 

 

The maximum score for each variable (DA) and (SA) was 50 (10*5).  

 

The distribution of hard copies of the questionnaire in class allowed for greater response 

rates and also allowed for any clarifications needed by students regarding the 

interpretation of key phrases (Cohen et al., 2011). This method of data collection by me 
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could cause students to feel compelled to complete the questionnaire (Cohen et al., 2011) 

so a colleague distributed and collected the questionnaires as suggested by the School of 

Education’s Ethics Committee, Queen’s University Belfast. The two questionnaires were 

paired, which allowed for subsequent comparisons.  

 

The questionnaire was selected as a means of assessing if a blended approach to teaching 

this first-year module resulted in students’ approaches to learning migrating towards a 

deeper approach as the term progressed. Biggs et al. (2001) recognise the symbiotic 

relationship between teacher and student whereby a student’s approach to learning is 

dependent on the teacher providing engaging tasks and on a student’s willingness to 

engage with the work. The questionnaire can be used for various purposes; however, in 

this study, it was used to assess blended learning and its contribution, if any, in developing 

deep learning traits in first-year students. Although the original questionnaire allowed for 

a distinction to be made between three approaches to learning: deep, surface and 

achieving, the latter was dropped when statistical evidence showed that the achieving 

approach aligned itself with deep and surface approaches, which meant it was not 

sustainable as an independent variable (Kember and Leung, 1998).  

 

Moodle is the open-source virtual learning environment used in the college. Students have 

automatic access to Moodle once registered for a particular module. A comprehensive 

data set was compiled using data gleaned from Moodle and also from a brief questionnaire 

distributed to students regarding their age, gender, mode of study and ethnicity. The SPQ 

results, together with Moodle data, were merged to create a comprehensive data set 

consisting of 112 variables. A complete list of variables is available in Appendix 4. Given 

that Moodle is also used for merely posting material, notes and slides, care was taken to 

isolate login data to specific activities. SPSS version 23 was used to analyse the 

completed spreadsheet.  

 

While the quantitative analysis provided an insight into the students’ use of the online 

environment and an insight into the ways in which they used the materials, of themselves 

these did not provide a complete tapestry of the teaching and learning experience. There 

are many criticisms of quantitative methods, namely that they ignore the fact that people 

interpret the world individually and that differences in interpretations are not allowed for 
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in statistical analysis (Bryman, 2016). To counter this, three focus groups and one 

interview were conducted after term finished. These, together with informal 

conversations with students, allowed a rich and deep tapestry of the teaching and learning 

environment to emerge. 

 

3.7.2 Student interview and focus groups 

 

Focus groups, as a data collection method, have many benefits in an educational setting 

and are being used more frequently now in educational research (Cohen et al., 2007). The 

emphasis in a focus group is on the interaction between participants rather than between 

the researcher and the participants. This allows for insights that might not emerge in an 

interview. The focus group approach where ‘people who were known to have had a 

certain experience could be interviewed in a relatively unstructured way’ (Bryman, 2016, 

p.510) was selected as advancing the Community of Inquiry framework embedded in the 

research design. The reseacher was interested in students hearing each other’s views and 

the focus group would facilitate countervailing dialogue that would not be possible in an 

interview. Fortuitously ,this did occur in most of the focus groups as illustrated in chapter 

5 where participants did challenge each other on certain issues.  

 

Morgan (1988) mentioned various factors that should be addressed when conducting 

focus groups. Firstly, the number of focus groups conducted and the nature of the 

participants should be considered, and the homogeneity of the participants of each session 

needs to be addressed. Students were invited on their ethical consent forms to self-select 

if they wished to participate in a focus group once all examinations were over and 

examinations results released. Given the over-subscription of participants and thus not 

limited by a lack of willingness to become involved, a stratified random sampling 

approach was adopted where 4-5 students from each cohort of students were selected. 

MacNaghten and Myers (2004, p.69) suggested that ‘they [focus groups] do work better 

with participants who have well developed routines of talking to each other’. This allowed 

the analysis to isolate trends between students based on whether they were part-time or 

full-time students, and within the full-time group whether they were exchange students 

or traditional full-time students intent on pursuing the three-year degree in Ireland. This 

resulted in a comfortable setting for participants as their familiarity enhanced dialogue 
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and interactions. This was particularly evident with the part-time students. Morgan (1998) 

also suggested focus group sizes should vary between six and twelve persons and that 

each participant should bring some individual characteristic to the proceedings. Attempts 

were made to ensure a cross-section of students, based on their engagement in the blended 

activities; however, this was not always possible due to the timing of the sessions. 

Although individual contributions were not under scrutiny, fortuitously each focus group 

did include students who had actively participated in the various teaching tools adopted 

for this module and students who had not engaged much online.  

 

Using a ‘topic guide’ as suggested by MacNaghten and Jacobs (1997, cited in Bryman, 

2004), topics were grouped into sections. This approach placed a structure on the focus 

groups which aided the analysis in that all groups were asked the same general questions. 

In the introduction and at intervals as required through the sessions, the researcher 

provided a context for the questions as a means of clarification. For example, when 

discussing the option of linking student engagment on Moodle with summative grades 

the researcher presented the contervailing arguments for this as they currently exist in the 

educational literature. This approach was necessary given the time lag between the end 

of semester and the focus group sessions. 

 

The focus groups were designed to explore three sub-questions. Table 3.3 presents the 

three categories that the focus groups addressed and aligns these with the research 

questions. Each category was analysed separately using the process of data condensation 

and data displays. At the display stage codes/categories were developed by the researcher 

and validated by a critical friend. An interim matrix was compiled where key categories 

were brought together for ease of analysis. This process, referred to by Strauss (1987, 

cited in Maxwell, 1996, p.78) as ‘fracturing’ the data, aided the formulation of broader 

themes. Once the interim matrix was completed, the broader codes/categories were then 

distilled to themes. This process was repeated for each of the three research categories. 

Once these three thematic matrices were completed and analysed, a final thematic matrix 

was developed to include the major themes that emerged from the focus groups.  
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Table 3.3 presents the three categories which the focus group questions addressed and the 

primary focus group questions which aligned with each category. The link between the 

focus group questions and the research questions is evidenced in Appendix 5. 

 

Table 3-3  Student focus group categories and related questions 

 

All focus groups and the interview were recorded digitally and transcribed. The digital 

recordings were transcribed, with instructions to transcribe as heard, to indicate where 

audio was indecipherable and include where possible all speech fillers. On receipt, the 

transcript was studied in conjunction with the audio, and nuances cross-referenced with 

post-focus group notes taken by the researcher. A sample of the transcription is available 

in Appendix 6 along with the researcher’s post-focus group comments.  
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The focus group data and the interview data were analysed using thematic analysis. The 

coding structure emerged from the data rather than using a predetermined set of codes, as 

this inductive approach allowed for the themes to emerge from the participants’ 

perspective, which aligned with the objective of the focus groups.  

 

Limitations of focus group research 
 

Bryman (2014) cited two limitations of focus group research that could be particularly 

pertinent in this study. The first relates to the issue of ‘group speak’ where participants 

ape the dominant voice in the group. The second issue relates to the problem of ‘insider 

researcher’ where participants may feel duty bound to reflect what they perceive the 

researcher wants to hear or they might feel that negative comments would impact 

negatively on their grades or self-efficacy within their peer group.  

 

While it is not possible to contend definitively that these limitations were ameliorated, 

the fact that all except one focus group sessions were conducted after the examinations 

were completed and results issued, along with the fact that the researcher does not teach 

this group in second year, did strive to minimise any of the effects. On listening to the 

tapes and hearing some of the negative feedback, one could argue that there is no evidence 

that students curtailed their opinions in any way. Insider-researcher issues are addressed 

in more detail in section 3.9. 

 
3.7.3 Student assessment grades  

 
The course assessment strategy meant that 40% of the final grade for this module was 

awarded for the submission of a 2,000 word assignment in week 10 of term (see Appendix 

7). In line with best practice, students were given a choice of topics all of which were 

specifically chosen to allow for deep engagement with the topics and critical analysis of 

them.  
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3.7.4 Reflective journal  

 
The researcher maintained a journal throughout the 13-week semester and during the 

focus group sessions. This was not formally analysed but used as a reference throughout 

the process to clarify issues. 

 

3.8 Validity and reliability of data sources 

 

The value of any assumptions drawn following a research project hinges initially on the 

validity and reliability of the research instruments and then subsequently on the 

interpretation and analysis of the findings. The question any researcher should ask is ‘Do 

the instruments measure what they purport to measure [validity] and are they producing 

reliable results, in other words, are the respondents answering honestly?’ The measure of 

validity and reliability varies with the type of research instruments used and with the 

theoretical lens applied to such research. For example, a lower level of reliability is 

acceptable, when data from questionnaires are being analysed collectively, than at the 

level of individual respondents (Gall et al., 2014). With quantitative data, statistical tests 

aid the testing for validity and reliability; however, with qualitative data techniques, 

critical friends or advisory groups often aid this process.  

 

While it is not possible to eliminate all sources of sampling error/bias in research, the 

following paragraphs detail the steps that were taken to minimise error in this study 

(Lincoln and Guba, 1994). 

 

3.8.1 Questionnaires 

 
Biggs et al. (2001) carried out confirmatory factor analysis on the original 43-item 

questionnaire which was subsequently narrowed down to 20 questions. This revised 

version was then tested and the Cronbach alpha  scores were DA= .73 and SA=.64. 

The Cronbach alpha test measures the degree to which latent variables correctly load to 

their respective concepts. A high , generally above 0.8 is acceptable [though different 

researchers will argue that >0.7 is acceptable for ability tests and even lower values are 

acceptable in certain psychological tests (Kline, 1999)]. These findings confirm that this 

questionnaire is valid as a vehicle to measure students’ approaches to learning. 

α α α

α

α
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George and Mallery (2003) provide the following guidelines for the interpretation of the 

 scores as detailed in Table 3-4. 

 

 

Table 3-4  Interpretation of alpha scores 

 

While these are guidelines, Field (2009) cautioned against rigid enforcement of cut-off 

points in statistics, encouraging a more pragmatic approach to the interpretation of 

findings.  

 

The reliability of the questionnaire was confirmed by Biggs et al. (2001) using regression 

and correlation analysis. If students were replying honestly to the questionnaire questions, 

negative correlations between (DA) and (SA) should emerge from the research questions.  

 

Gliem and Gliem (2003) suggested that once internal reliability of a summative multi- 

item scale has been established, the use of single elements (questions) from that scale 

should not be used, as their reliability as stand-alone items is not appropriate; hence no 

individual questions were analysed in isolation in this study. 

 
3.8.2 Data harvested from Moodle 

 
Table 3-5 details the validity and reliability issues with a subgroup of the various variables 

used in this study.  

α
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Table 3-5  Reliability and validity of Moodle analytics data 

 

3.8.3 Student focus group data 

 

Rather than using reliability and validity measures which are often applied to quantitative 

research, Lincoln and Guba (1994) suggested using the alternatives of trustworthiness 

and authenticity as superior measures when dealing with qualitative data analysis.  
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The four elements necessary to meet the trustworthy and authentic criteria are: 

• Credibility 

Credibility refers to the truth of the data or the views of the participants and is 

enhanced by clear pathways through the research by the researcher. Lincoln and 

Guba (1985) suggested triangulation, where multiple sources in a study are used as 

a way of increasing the confidence in any findings. Peer debriefing, where the 

researcher allows cross-examination by a peer to test honesty, and persistent 

observation as a means of increasing the credibility of findings are also 

recommended. The focus group data were cross-referenced with the researcher’s 

class notes and post-focus group notes to enhance the credibility of the findings and 

analysis. In certain circumstances respondent validation was sought where some of 

the audio was incomprehensible or where a non-sequitur sentence occurred. In 

conjunction with this, codes/categories and interpretation of focus group notes were 

discussed with critical friends to enhance credibility.  

 

• Transferability 

As a general rule, qualitative research does not seek generalisable findings but 

rather emphasises the rich data gleaned from a particular context. The goal is to 

provide ‘thick descriptions’ of particular events such that others in similar situations 

can reasonably predict whether their particular context will yield similar insights. 

The design of this study together with clear pathways through the research should 

facilitate adaptation of this study to different contexts.  

 
• Dependability and confirmability 

Dependability refers to the merit of any research. Lincoln and Guba (1994) 

suggested an ‘audit approach’ whereby all details of the research process should be 

‘audited’ to enhance the dependability of qualitative research. While this was not 

done here, all efforts were made to maximise the dependability of approach and 

findings via the use of critical friends who listened and advised on any issues or 

problems as they arose. At the analysis stage, a critical friend viewed some sample 

interviews and codes/categories with a view to enhancing confirmability of the 

analysis and ensuring that no researcher bias had skewed the interpretations. 
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A complete set of transcripts for question 1 was given, along with codes/categories, 

to a critical friend. She was asked to complete the analysis process of data-analysis 

to provide a second opinion on its appropriateness. When the process was 

completed, a meeting was held where any differences of opinion were discussed. 

This was a time-consuming process but one that sharpened the focus of subsequent 

transcript analysis.   

 

 
3.9 Ethical considerations  

 
Ethics refers to that complex of ideals showing how individuals should relate to 
one another in particular situations, to principles of conduct guiding those 
relationships, and to the kind of reasoning one engages in when thinking about 
such ideals and principles. (Smith, 1990, p.141) 
 

This research was conducted in accordance with the ethical guidelines of Queen’s 

University Belfast and the committee of the college where the research occurred. See 

Appendix 8 for a copy of the ethical approval letters.  

 

Conducting pedagogical research in a naturalistic setting such as the classroom poses 

specific ethical issues which need to be acknowledged and addressed by any insider-

researcher. Much of the research concerning pedagogical/teacher research is conducted 

by teachers in a school setting rather than a third-level college. College lecturers 

conducting pedagogical research present specific ethical issues concerning the power 

imbalance between the lecturer and student, aligned with the added issue that summative 

assessments are set by the lecturer/researcher. The potential bias implicit in such research 

should not deter this valuable research opportunity; however, care should be taken to 

ensure the research is valid and reliable. To this end, this researcher firstly addresses the 

issues of insider-researcher, anonymity and consent, followed by details of how other 

ethical issues pertinent to this research are ameliorated.   

 

Robson (2002, p. 382) considered insider research to be research ‘directly concerned with 

the setting in which they work’. Robson cites many advantages associated with insider 

research, the intimate knowledge the researcher has of the context of the study and how 

the historical and cultural underpinning of the learning environment gives the insider 
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researcher ‘a great deal of information which it takes an outsider a long time to acquire’ 

(p.382). Often aligned with action research, the insider-researcher or teacher researcher 

holds a very important position within the research and specific attention must be paid to 

ethical issues.   

 

Confidentiality was ensured in the reporting stage and minimised at other stages of the 

data collection process through the use of pseudonyms on questionnaires. The researcher 

ensured that a colleague from the teaching and learning team distributed and collected the 

questionnaires. Anderson and Kanuka (2007) identified problems internet-based research 

can have on confidentiality. Students log onto Moodle via their student number and as 

such their identity will be known. To address this, students were allowed, if they 

preferred, to make entries to databases in groups. Group details were maintained by the 

lecturer. The quizzes, however, were done individually.  

 

The issues of fully-informed consent are central to all research. To this end, all consent 

forms were fully explained to the classes and students were free to exempt themselves 

from the research at any stage of the process. Students were advised verbally and in 

written form that their engagement with the activities would not impact on their grades 

nor would their engagement be continuously monitored. All data analysis was conducted 

following the end of term and after results had been dispatched. Table 3-6 details the steps 

taken regarding consent and the efforts made to deal with the power imbalance inherent 

in this relationship. 
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Table 3-6  Ethical issues arising with ‘insider-research’ 
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Smith (1990) argued that, in field research, ethical issues associated with other paradigms 

were often obsolete and that new approaches were required. He posed two questions 

which he felt, once answered, clarified any ethical dilemmas. These were adapted by Zeni 

(1998, p.17): 

 

1. What are the likely consequences of this research? How well do they fit with my 

own values and priorities? 

 

2. If I were a participant, would I want this research to be done? What changes might 

I want to make me feel comfortable? 

 

The researcher was conscious at all times not to steer the findings in any way and once 

the course had been designed, the semester progressed with little reference to the research 

project. The purpose of the research was to enhance the students’ college experience and 

provide evidence-based ways on how best to develop blended courses. Students were 

provided with full autonomy over their engagement with the course content, with no 

pressure exerted upon them by the researcher.   

 

Ethical approval was divided into phase 1 and phase 2. Phase 1 asked for consent to 

complete the questionnaire at the beginning of term. Phase 2 requested permission to use 

the data from Moodle and students’ assessments as part of the research. Also included in 

phase 2 was a request to complete the questionnaire at the end of term and to participate 

in a focus group. Details were also given concerning how withdrawal from the research 

at any time could take place. 

 

Before discussing the findings from this research, the following section details the design 

of the new blended macroeconomics module. The macroeconomics course was designed 

using the Community of Inquiry (CoI) theoretical framework, which meant a move away 

from the two-hour lecture once a week to a learning environment where the students were 

encouraged to extend their class over the week; thus learning activities, teaching 

strategies and assessments were developed to facilitate this. The three pillars of the CoI 

framework, social, cognitive, and teaching presence underpinned all pedagogical 

decisions made in designing the course structure and content. 
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3.10 Module re-design 

 
The key assumptions of a blended learning design are: 

1. Thoughtfully integrating face-to-face and online learning. 

2. Fundamentally rethinking the course design to optimise student engagement. 

3. Restructuring and replacing traditional class contact hours. 

(Garrison and Vaughan, 2008, p. 5) 

 
Berge (1995) utilised a framework where he identified the role of the lecturer in an online 

environment. He looked at what pedagogical, social, managerial and technological roles 

lecturers assumed, and recognised the need to change the teaching emphasis towards 

more activities and critical questions when teaching in an online forum. The difficulty 

with this model was that the emphasis was still on the role of the teacher as the source of 

all knowledge. Kember et al. (2010) conducted a study which looked at the impact on 

learning outcomes experienced by students who were exposed to different educational 

features generally employed in blended learning courses. Their findings corroborated 

those of Laurillard (2002) which stated that effective implementation of web-based 

teaching should incorporate opportunities for students to ‘engage in learning activities or 

discussions of content through the website’ (p.1191). The Kember et al. (2010) study 

found that despite the increased use of the internet as a means of increasing students’ 

outcomes in blended teaching environments, these online environments ‘commonly-

concentrate on information-presentation functions’ (p.1191). While interactive activities 

such as fora were used, their study found that these too were more often for transmission 

of information than for discussions. Other features such as online quizzes were on less 

than 15% of WebCT (a common CMS) and other functions which would allow for a 

student’s active engagement and writing were minimal. While the flipped classroom 

approach, where delivery of content is online with dialogue and discussion taking place 

in the face-to-face space, has become more common, the converse ,where the lecture is 

given face-to-face with the activities online, is less common (Kember et al., 2010).  

 

This approach, where the lecture was given in the conventional face-to-face space and 

was complemented and developed using the college VLE. Moodle was adopted in this 
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design as it allowed for domain knowledge to be explained in advance of any critical 

discourse. This is in line with much of the research discussed earlier in this thesis.  

 

The current discourse on teaching and learning places the emphasis on the learning 

experience of the student and how best to achieve this. This changing dynamic of 

scholarship is one of mutual engagement, learning as participation and knowledge 

constructed through communication and negotiation (Brew, 2006). This co-construction 

of knowledge between students and between students and lecturers captures the essence 

of the Vygotskian ZPD concept and the community of inquiry concepts of Garrison et al. 

(2013). This changing role of the teacher, from ‘sage on the stage’, through ‘guide on the 

side’ to the current incarnation ‘meddler in the middle’ where ‘Meddling is a re-

positioning of teacher and students as co-directors and co-editors of their social world’ 

(McWilliam, 2009, p.288), is what is now required in higher education. 

 

Garrison and Kanuka (2004, p.97) recognised the ability of a blended approach to 

teaching and learning to facilitate a ‘simultaneous independent and collaborative learning 

experience’ for students as a means of achieving a quality HE experience. The CoI 

framework transcends the physical environment and provides the foundations of an 

educational experience that incorporates reflection, critical analysis, problem solving, 

active engagement and self-efficacy, all hallmarks of higher education. So, although the 

community of enquiry framework could be applied to an exclusively face-to-face 

teaching space, a blended learning environment enhances its impact because the time 

constraints associated with the traditional classroom no longer applies. There is also the 

added benefit which allows students from diverse previous learning environments to be 

socialised to college life at their own pace. On-line activities which encourage critical 

thinking, writing and reflection, along with feedback channels, should all converge to 

create an engaging learning environment.  
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3.10.1 On-line module design 

 

Prior to designing the new macroeconomics module, which was a second semester 

module, feedback from the first semester economics module was sought and reviewed 

together with reflections on previous years’ progress reports and teachers’ memos.  

 

 Most of the students who participated in this research had already completed a first 

semester module on microeconomics, which the researcher had taught along with other 

colleagues. Informal conversations with students during semester 1 and module 

evaluations highlighted the following areas as weaknesses in the design of the first 

semester module and possible areas for improvement in the semester 2 module. The 

following six points were identified from the discussions and from students’ feedback in 

the classroom:  

 

1. Students felt the material in semester 1 [microeconomics] did not link sufficiently 

with the real world and was too theoretical. 

2. The in-class multiple-choice test [MCQ], which accounted for 40% of the module 

and 100% of the continual assessment grade in microeconomics, did not prepare 

the students for the final examination and was very pressurised.  

3. The part-time students asked if Moodle could be used more to facilitate class 

members who missed sessions/lectures due to work commitments. 

4. Full-time students were very slow to give any opinions; however, when asked in 

smaller groups, they did say that they would like more ‘homework’ and sample 

questions with answers so they could prepare more effectively for the final 

examination. Some students felt that the materials used in classes were too didactic 

and not sufficiently challenging.  

5. Students requested more tutor feedback as the term progressed. 

6. Students requested more time in class for group discussions. 

 

Drawing on this feedback and previous course evaluation reports and external examiners’ 

comments, the following four aims were the focus of the new macroeconomics course 

design: 
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• Improving students’ ability to express their thoughts in a succinct and critical 

fashion, both orally and in text. 

• Providing opportunities for each student to work within their ZPD, so that the 

diversity of abilities could be catered for. 

• Engaging students in the macroeconomic environment so that they are encouraged 

and motivated to learn beyond the confines of the curriculum. 

•  Developing students’ ability to link theory with practice and critically evaluate 

government policy as it evolved. 

 

These aims also aligned with the researcher’s desire to create a more engaging and 

dynamic learning environment. Having taught the module for over twenty years, the time 

had come to reinvigorate and rediscover earlier enthusiasm and drive as a teaching 

professional. As the age between student and teacher widened, so too did the social 

connection within the classroom, something which this researcher had always felt was an 

integral part of the teaching process. This change manifested itself about two years before 

embarking on this research; when asked about a particular student, it became obvious to 

me that the students were no longer known by name or easily recalled and it was this 

disconnect which partially motivated this research.  

 

Following discussions with the members of the Teaching and Learning Centre who acted 

as critical friends, the macroeconomics module was re-designed to incorporate the aims 

and objectives stated above. Figure 3-1 illustrates the design of the module on a weekly 

basis, though most topics took approximately three weeks to complete; this cycle of 

lecture, online self-directed learning and tutorials gave a structure which the researcher 

felt first-year students needed. This linear depiction was chosen here for clarity; however, 

the module progressed in a slightly more iterative manner. Aligned with this was a 

constant undercurrent of interactions on Moodle via forum posts, mainly from the lecturer 

encouraging and probing students to think critically about the module content and linking 

it for them with current events as they arose – Brexit, for example, and the impending 

vote were very topical.  
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Figure 3-1  The module flow 

 

Apart from developing a blended learning environment, the continuous assessment was 

changed from the hitherto MCQ to a portfolio of work where students chose two essays 

from a possible three and submitted these electronically (Appendix 7). Students were 

encouraged to present drafts of their work in tutorials for formative feedback and tutor 

guidance. Formal grades and feedback were given to each student via Moodle three weeks 

after the submission date.  

  

The re-designed module incorporated the facets mentioned earlier which related to the 

Community of Inquiry framework. The new pedagogy reflected the three strands of this 

framework in a blended teaching and learning environment. All activities were selected 

purposefully to allow ‘discussion’ rather than ‘instruction’ to be central to a learning 

process that is consistent with the ‘development of understanding’ (Elliott and Tsai, 2008, 

p.574); however, given the ‘novice’ learners in the class, ample provision of theory was 

given to facilitate informed opinions to be made. Videos, articles and activities provided 

the context around which discussions developed, initially using the forums and 

subsequently in class, via tutorials and database entries. Quiz questions were posted 

following each topic to add further variation in the way the material was disseminated 

(Oliver and Trigwell, 2005). These quiz questions gradually progressed from simple 
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questions to more advanced ones, which required students to carry out some analysis 

before answering. Sample quiz questions are shown in Appendix 9. 

 

Other material such as videos, Really Simple Syndication (RSS) feeds, podcasts and 

Camtasia screen captures were also placed on the VLE platform. Screen shots of these 

are shown in Appendix 10. 

 

A brief overview of how the semester was taught and the intersection of the face-to-face 

and the online teaching and learning strategies is detailed in Appendix 11. This outline of 

how the module was designed gives a sense of how the it flowed; it does not go into the 

finer details of each aspect of each topic. In total there were 7 quizzes, 4 databases, a 

glossary and forum posts co-existing alongside the course material. Links to interesting 

news reports were also sent out regularly as they arose to students and students were 

encouraged to post links they found interesting to the class forum.  

 

3.11 Summary 

 

This chapter described the research framework used to guide this study. The theoretical 

framework provided an overview of the spheres of influence within which the research is 

positioned. The blended learning framework of Garrison and Vaughan (2008) provided 

the vehicle that allowed a seamless integration of the required direct guidance needed by 

novice learners and the advantages of learning by discovery to underpin the course’s 

development.  

 

This was followed by an overview of the various paradigms within which educational 

research exists. Having assessed the merits and drawbacks associated with each 

paradigm, a pragmatic approach was adopted using a mixed-methods methodology. This 

allowed the attributes of both qualitative and quantitative methods to inform the research 

and also facilitated triangulation of findings. The research questions developed from the 

literature review, and the experiential observations and reflections of the researcher.  
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Each of the data sources was then presented and their reliability and validity explored. 

Ethical considerations at each phase of the research journey were illuminated, with 

particular attention given to the ‘insider-researcher’ element of the study. 

 

The final section provided an overview of the approach taken to integrate the face-to-face 

elements of the module with the online activities such that the whole course seamlessly 

coalesced to provide a worthwhile and engaging learning experience to both student and 

teacher.  

 

The next chapter presents the analysis and results of the research, starting with the 

quantitative data analysis and then the qualitative findings from the student focus groups.  
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4 Data Analysis and Results: Quantitative 
 
4.1 Introduction 

 

This section presents and analyses the quantitative findings from this research. A 

comprehensive dataset comprising the pre- and post-term questionnaire results, together 

with data on student engagement, assessment results, mode of study [Full-time/part-time], 

faculty and ethnicity was compiled and analysed using SPSS (Statistical Package for the 

Social Sciences, Version 23.0). A complete list of variables is shown in Appendix 4.  

 

The quantitative analysis served to provide an answer to the following broad research 

question:  

 

Can teaching large heterogeneous classes of first-year students using a blended approach 

foster deeper approaches to learning, encourage student engagement and improve 

learning outcomes for students? 

 

The original research questions posed in Chapter 1, section 1.6 were answered using 

quantitative and qualitative data. The following subquestions relate to those answers 

elicited from the quantitative research data. Appendix 5 illustrates these linkages. 

 

Sub-questions: 

1a.  Did the class, as a whole, become deeper learners over the semester? 

1b.  Was there a relationship between students’ approaches to learning and age, mode 

of study, gender and ethnicity? 

2.  Did students’ engagement with the online elements of the course reflect in their 

declared approach to learning and in their assessment grades ?  

This is explored via the following sub-questions: 

i. Did students who reported a deeper approach to learning at the end of 

semester than at the start engage more with the online activities? 

ii. Did students who engaged with the online activities do better in the 

summative continuous assessments than those students who did not engage? 

3.  Which activities did students engage in most frequently and was engagement 

consistent across the various modes of study? 
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Before answering these questions, details of participation rates and confirmatory factor 

analysis of the data were established. 

 

4.2 Participation rates  

 

A total of 95 students agreed to be part of this research by completing the consent forms. 

Of these 56 completed both questionnaires, a response rate of 59%. 

 

The response rate is an important statistic when assessing the validity of findings from a 

research study. The response rate for this study mirrored that of Baruch’s (1999) study 

which found that the average response rate for similar studies was 58% +/- 16%.  

 

Table 4-1 illustrates the breakdown between usable and non-usable questionnaires in each 

of the student cohorts. 

 
 

Table 4-1  Student participation rates for the R-SPQ-2F questionnaire 

 
 
Table 4-2 provides details of the ethnicity of the students from each cohort and their 

average age. 



 
 

91 

 

Table 4-2  Age and ethnicity details of each student cohort 

 

4.3 Confirmatory factor analysis 

 

The results of the Cronbach alpha test of reliability and the Shapiro-Wilk test of normality 

and correlations between the scales are detailed following. 

 
4.3.1 Cronbach’s alpha (measure of scale reliability)  

 

The R-SPQ-2F used in this study measured students’ approaches to learning (SAL) by 

classifying learning as a deep approach (DA) or a surface approach (SA) following the 

completion of a 20-question questionnaire. Ten questions loaded to a deep approach to 

learning and 10 to a surface approach. These main scales sub-divide to two subscales 

measuring deep and surface motive and deep and surface strategy [DM, SM, DS, SS]. 

The Cronbach alpha test measures the degree to which these latent variables correctly 

load to their respective concepts. For this research, Cronbach alpha scores were found for 

the two main scales within the questionnaire and the four subscales. Table 4-3 summarises 

the findings. 
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Time R-SPQ-2F-scales R-SPQ-2F-subscales 

Deep 

Approach  

(DA)  

Surface 

Approach 

(SA) 

Deep 

Motive 

(DM) 

Surface 

Motive 

(SM) 

Deep 

Strategy 

(DS) 

Surface 

Strategy 

(SS) 

Pre 0.779 0.608 0.615 0.440 0.596 0.509 

Post  0.846 0.648 0.744 0.4 0.695 0.52 

Biggs 

(2001) 

0.73 0.64 0.62 0.72 0.63 0.57 

 
Table 4-3  Cronbach’s Alpha scores for all scales and subscales of the R-SPQ-2F 

questionnaires 

 
Scores above 0.7 suggest that the questionnaire is reliable and consistent (Cohen et al., 

2011). Based on this measure, the deep approach (DA) to learning is reliable for pre-

scores and post-scores with the surface approach marginally reliable for the same scores. 

Only the post deep motive subscale demonstrated internal reliability, with the other 

subscales either marginally reliable or unreliable; hence only main scales were used in 

further analysis.   

 
4.3.2 Test for normality of scale variables 

 

Many quantitative analysts have discussed the appropriateness of summing Likert scale 

results to form interval data. Norman (2010) argued that Likert scale data can be summed 

and used for statistical inference and analysis without the concern of ‘coming to the wrong 

conclusion’ even with small samples, non-normal distributions and unequal variance. The 

R-SPQ-2F used Likert scales to measure SAL; however, in order to establish whether 

parametric or non-parametric testing is suitable for subsequent statistical testing, the data 

were tested for normality.  

 

The Shapiro-Wilk normality test was applied to the data representing pre-semester and 

post-semester approaches to learning. It was also applied to all scale data which were 

included in the analysis. All distributions were normal apart from the examination results 

(as shown in Table 4-4).  
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All data sets are deemed normally distributed apart from examination grades 

Table 4-4  Test for normality: All scale data 

 
4.3.3 Correlation analysis: R-SPQ-2F data 

 

Pearson’s correlation coefficient was used to test the relationship between DA and SA 

scores for the pre- and post-questionnaires. This initial analysis was confirmatory in 

nature and resulted in findings consistent with the results of Biggs et al. (2001).  

 

Based on the nature of this study, expected results would suggest a negative correlation 

between DA and SA scores in the pre- and post-questionnaires. This would suggest that 

the questionnaire is an appropriate tool for analysing deep and surface approaches to 

learning and that questionnaires were completed consistently (Biggs et al., 2001). Given 

the nature of the questionnaire and the fact that students could in theory get a maximum 

of 50 on each scale, a negative correlation would suggest that students answered the 

questions with due care. Table 4.5 presents the findings.  

 

 
Table 4-5  Correlations for DA and SA scores pre-and post-questionnaires 
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The negative correlations confirmed the inverse relationship. The equivalent figure in the 

seminal work by Biggs et al. (2001) was -.23. Neither result was significant.  

 

The scatter diagrams associated with these are shown in Figure 4.1. 

 
 

Figure 4-1  Scatter diagram of DA and SA scores both pre-and post- semester 

 
The correlation is negative; however, the size of the negative value, particularly for the 

post-semester data, is low, which is interesting as one would expect the students to 

become more aware of the merits of deep learning having completed a semester where 

critical thinking was emphasised. To investigate if there was any significant difference 

between the various cohorts of students, the data were split and the correlations for each 

cohort were found. Table 4.6 shows these findings. 

 

 Correlations 

Mode of study DA pre-semester/SA pre-semester DA post-semester/SA post-semester 

BABSFT 0.17 -0.148 

BAAFFT -0.381 -0.392 

BAAFPT -0.57* 0.311 

EXCHANGE -0.403 -0.526 

 
Table 4-6  Correlations between DA and SA scores for the different cohorts 
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Figure 4-2 shows the correlation between pre- and post-DA and SA scores.  

 

 

Diagram 1 

The Pearson correlation coefficient 

showed a positive relationship between 

the DA scores pre-semester and DA 

scores post-semester, r=0.554, p(two-

tailed) <.01. 

The regression line through the data is 

Y=13.06+0.6x  

R2 = 0.307 

This suggests that the DA scores post- 

semester are related to the DA score pre-

semester. 30.7% of any variation from the 

mean post-DA score is attributable to the 

score pre-semester. The balance of 69.3% 

is therefore attributable to other factors. 

 

Diagram 2 

The Pearson correlation coefficient 

showed a positive relationship between 

the SA scores pre-semester and SA scores 

post-semester also, r=.529, p (two-tailed) 

<.01. 

The regression line through the data is 

Y= 10.22 + 0.63x 

R2 = 0.28 

This suggests that the SA scores post-

semester are likewise related to the SA 

score pre-semester. 28% of any variation 

from the mean post-SA score is 

attributable to the score pre-semester. 

The balance of 72% is therefore 

attributable to other factors. 
 

Figure 4-2  Scatter diagrams between DA and SA pre- and post-semester 
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4.4 Data Analysis 

 
This section addresses the four sub-questions detailed in section 4.1. Each question is 

analysed separately. 

 
4.4.1 Question 1 

 
1a.  Did the class as a whole become deeper learners over the semester? 

 

The R-SPQ-2F yielded measures of students’ approaches to learning at the start and at 

the end of the semester. Earlier statistical analysis suggested that the reliability of the 

surface learning scores was relatively weak; however, it shows that both deep and surface 

scores rose over the semester, bearing in mind that the maximum score was 50 [10*5] for 

each latent variable.  

 

 

Table 4-7  Descriptive statistics of SAL pre-semester and post-semester 

 

Table 4-7 shows that both the mean DA and SA scores rose over the semester. The 

increase in the median figure for DA is more telling as this is not influenced by extreme 

values, so this increase may suggest an improved approach to learning overall as a class. 

The median remained constant for the SA scores.  

 

Paired sample t-tests, both one- and two-tailed, were carried out (depending on the 

hypothesis) to test for significant differences between various numeric indicators before 

and after term finished. Two-tailed tests were used when changes in the variable under 

scrutiny could have been positive or negative, for example, initial tests on mean DA 

scores pre-and post-semester. When the researcher felt that impacts would only be in one 

direction, one-tailed tests were applied. For example, where the researcher felt that 
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student learning could only remain constant or improve by engaging with the online 

quizzes and databases, one-tailed tests were used. 

 

A paired sample t-test revealed a statistially significant difference between pre-and post-

test DA and SA scores, as illustrated in Table 4-8.  

 

 

Table 4-8  Paired t-tests for DA and SA scores: Pre- and post- semester 

 
These findings show a consistency in the student responses and the increased post-

semester difference suggests that while the SA and DA increased over the term, the 

increase in the DA was stronger. While this is interesting, of greater interest in this study 

is whether the change in the DA score over the semester was statistically significant. The 

hypothesis is set out below. 

 

H0:  suggests that there is no significant difference in mean pre- and post- 

semester DA scores.  

 

H1: suggests that there has been a movement to a deeper approach to learning 

over the semester. 

 

A similar hypothesis test was completed for the SA data. 

 

Table 4-9  Paired t-tests on DA and SA scores pre- and post- semester 

µ1 = µ2

µ2 ≥ µ1
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Table 4-7 showed that on average participants declaration of deep learning at the end of 

term (M= 30.54, SE=.985) was higher than at the start (M=29.18, SE=.911). Table 4-9 

showed that while the mean increased, the increase was not statistically significant: 

t(55)=1.512, =0.068 [one-tailed test], r=0.07. The SA scores also increased over the 

semester; participants’ declaration of surface learning at the end of term (M=26.05, 

SE=.870) was higher than at the start (M=25.48, SE=.736), t(55)=0.725, =0.237 [one-

tailed test], r=0.004. Although the increase in DA mean scores was not significant, 

Kember et al. (1997, p.6) made the point that in higher education:  

 
Any innovation which can show an increase in the use of deep approach, has, 
therefore, achieved something quite significant. It even seems to be some sort of 
achievement in higher education if deep approach scores do not decline. 

 

Because averages by their nature condense data, and the earlier correlations showed 

marked differences for each of the cohorts, isolating the mean for each of the groups 

within the study provided a more comprehensive overview of changes within each cohort. 

The increase in DA scores shown above could arise from a significant increase or 

decrease in a small cohort of students. To investigate if the increase was evidenced across 

all cohorts, averages were found for each cohort.  

 

Table 4-10 details the mean DA and SA scores for each of the four cohorts of students in 

this study.  

 
 

Table 4-10  Descriptive statistics of SAL, pre- and post-semester by student cohort 

 
These findings show an increase in DA scores for all cohorts apart from Baafh-ft and a 

ρ

ρ
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decrease in all SA scores apart from Babsh-ft. (see figure 4-3) 

 

The non-mutually exclusive nature of the scoring system does allow for both approaches 

to change in the same direction.  

 

  

Figure 4.3  Visual representation of the changes in DA and SA mean scores over the 
course of the semester 

 

The paired sample t-test was repeated, excluding the Baaf-ft students, to establish if the 

change in DA scores was now significant. Table 4-11 showed that with baaf-ft excluded, 

the post-semester mean (M= 31.09, SE=1.024) was higher than the pre-semester mean 

(M=28.98, SE=1.004), t(45) = 2.452, =0.018 [one-tailed test], r=0.34 and the increase 

was significant.  

 
Table 4-11  Paired t-test on DA scores pre-and post-semester [Baaf-ft excluded] 

 
Research into the cultural idiosyncrasies of students’ approaches to learning was outside 

the scope of this research; however, the Baaf-ft students tend to be predominantly Asian 

and this can impact the findings of the SPQ (according to Richardson, 1994). 

 

ρ



 
 

100 

To analyse the relationship between students’ approaches to learning in more depth, 

participants were divided into groups depending on whether their DA score had increased 

or decreased over the semester. Of the 56 students who completed both questionnaires, 

30 students’ DA scores increased over the semester, 22 students’ DA scores decreased 

over the semester and 4 students’ DA scores remained unchanged. The mean SA score 

for each of those groups is also presented since the two main scale scores are not mutually 

exclusive. The 30 students who registered an increase in DA scores over the semester, 

which suggested they became deeper learners, also had an increase in the mean SA. While 

this is conflicting, mean scores are influenced by extreme values and as can be seen from 

the data below, the increase in DA scores is greater than the increase in SA. 

 

Table 4-12  The mean scores on pre- and post- questionnaire categorised by change in DA 
scores over the semester 

 

Paired t-tests on the difference in means showed significant results in both the increased 

DA score group (p<0.05, t= 7.766, df = 29, r= .78) and the decreased DA score group 

(p<0.05, t= -5.4, df=21, r=.803). This suggests that students who were deep learners at 

the start of term were significantly deeper on average at the end of the semester. The 

students who registered a less deep approach at the end of the semester also were 

significant.  

 

A similar exercise was conducted, splitting the data set into students whose SA score had 

increased or decreased over the semester. Of the 56 students who completed both 

questionnaires, 25 students’ SA scores increased over the semester, 28 students’ SA 

scores decreased over the semester and 3 students’ SA scores remained unchanged. The 

mean DA score for each of those groups is also presented in Table 4-13, again for clarity 

purposes. 
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Table 4-13 The mean scores on pre- and post-test questionnaires categorised by change in 
SA scores 

 

Paired t-tests on the difference in means showed significant results in both the increased 

SA score group (p<0.05, t=6.732, df =27, r=.79) and the decreased SA score group. 

(p<0.05, t=-7.046, df=24, r=.821). 

 

In summary, research question 1 asked if students adopted a deeper approach to learning 

at the end of semester than at the start. The findings from this would suggest that they 

have. Though not significant when all data were aggregated, once one sub-group was 

excluded, the overall change was significant. When isolating those students whose DA 

score increased, over half the participants registered an increase in DA scores over the 

semester and this increase was significant. The increase in DA cannot be attributed 

categorically to the implementation of the blended approach as no control group was 

surveyed to provide a ‘scientific’ comparison; however, conducting research in 

naturalistic settings mitigates against finding a comparable control group (Clark, 1983). 

The alternative approach, where a single class is split into a control and experimental 

group, was not deemed appropriate on ethical and time constraint grounds, nor was it 

facilitated within the department. It was therefore more appropriate to validate the 

findings using the qualitative data in the following chapter and a more detailed analysis 

of the Moodle analytics in question 2 .  

 

1b. Was there a relationship between students’ approaches to learning and age, mode 

of study, gender and ethnicity? 
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Age 

Pearson’s product-moment correlation coefficient was calculated for age against DApre 

and DApost scores. There was no significant correlation when age was tested against DApre 

[r = 0.227]; however, there was a significant correlation when tested against DApost 

[r=0.3].This would suggest that as the term progressed the more mature students 

embraced the deep approach to learning while the younger students (these would typically 

be day students) reverted to a SA as the examinations loomed. Previous studies were 

inconclusive with regards to age and SAL (Zeegers, 2001; Moore, 2015). 

 

Mode of Study and Ethnicity 

Analysis of variance showed no significant results apart from DApost-semester and Ethnicity. 

A comparison of mean DApost-semester scores found that Asian and Chinese DApost-semester 

mean scores fell while European, African and American DApost-semester mean scores rose. 

Table 4-13 shows these and identifies the numbers in each cohort.  

 
Region of Origin (#) DApre-semester DApost-semester 

Europe (29) 27.24 29.24 

Asia (13) 29.38 28.69 

China (5) 32.20 30.20 

USA (2) 28.50 29.50 

Africa (7) 34.86 39.86 

Table 4-14  Mean DA score for the various ethnic groups 

 
Cultural-specific considerations were not dealt with in this piece of research due to 

structural constraints; however, from the observations in class and when observing the 

database entries, the part-time students, the exchange students and the limited number of 

African students did dominate much of the in-class discussions and the Moodle 

engagement. 

 

Gender 

No evidence was found of a difference between female and male students and their 

approach to learning (p=0.558, t=-0.545, df = 54). 
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Question 2 explored the relationship between the change in SAL and engagement with 

the activities in detail.  

 

4.4.2 Question 2 

 

Question 2 explored whether a relationship existed between students’ engagement with 

the activities and their declared approach to learning and whether further engagement 

with the activities impacted their summative grades. I have repeated question 2 and the 

sub-questions below: 

 

Question 2  

  Did students’ engagement with the online elements of the course reflect in their 

declared approach to learning and in their assessment grades?  

 

This is explored via the following sub-questions: 

i. Did students who reported a deeper approach to learning at the end of semester than 

at the start engage more in online activities? 

ii. Did students who engaged with the online activities do better in the summative 

continuous assessments than those students who did not engage? 

 

Sub-question (i) 

Did students who reported a deeper approach to learning at the end of semester than at 

the start engage more in online activities? 

 

Activities online were mainly bi-weekly quizzes [seven in total] and four databases. The 

database activity in Moodle allows the teacher to build a database which students can 

contribute to. The contributions in this study were determined by the teachers/researcher 

and were linked with readings and/or videos that had been uploaded to Moodle in advance 

of the activity. Feedback from the teacher could then be added to students’ entries. This 

feedback was simultaneously visible to all enrolled students. An example of a database 

entry is provided in Appendix 10(b). Other Moodle activities were also available to 

students but the quizzes and databases were used as the main online indicators of 

engagement for this part of the research because they spanned the entire semester and 

were more closely linked with the assessments. Figures 4-4 and 4-5 illustrate the link 
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between the online activities and the continual assessment questions, which are shown in 

Appendix 7.  

 

 
Figure 4.4  The links between the online quizzes and the continuous assessment 

 

 
Figure 4.5  The links between the online databases and the continuous assessment 

 

Cross-tabulation of students who had increased or decreased DA scores [students whose 

DA scores remained constant (4 in total) were aggregated with the increased DA students 

to ensure a minimum of 5 students in each cell] was undertaken. Chi-squared tests were 

conducted on student engagement with each quiz and database to test the following 

hypothesis: 

 

Database
1

Database
2

Database
3

Database
4

GNP/GDP
Video of Interview 
with economist  
Joseph Stiglitz

Human 
Development Index 
and Brexit

Keynesian Theory
Video debate with 
economist Paul 
Krugman

Exam Revision

Linked to assignment 
question 1

Linked to assignment 
question 3

Linked to assignment 
question 2

Not linked to any  
assignment question
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H0: Students’ change in DA scores was independent of their engagement in the online 

activities. 

 

Table 4-15 shows the !"statistics for each of the quizzes when tested against an increase 

or decrease in DA scores over the semester. 

 

Quiz 1 Quiz 2 Quiz 3 Quiz 4 Quiz 5 Quiz 6 Quiz 7 

0.22 0.46 0.48 0.349 0.23 0.026 0.33 

 

Table 4-15  Chi-squared statistics of engagement with quizzes against change in DA scores 

 
None of these were statistically significant: however, the box-plot in Figure 4-6 shows 

that there did appear to be a clear suggestion that those that did engage in the quizzes had 

on average a higher median DA score [32 compared with 26]. No evidence was found of 

a difference in mean scores between those who engaged and those who did not (p=0.22, 

t=1.236, df=54). 

 

 

Figure 4.6  Box-plot of DA scores at the end of semester for those students who engaged in 
the quizzes and those who did not 

 
As mentioned previously, no marks were awarded to students for their participation in 

the quizzes; they were compiled as formative assessments and as a means of allowing 

students to work at their own pace within their ZPD. To analyse engagement at a more 
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micro level, students were split between those whose DA scores had increased and those 

whose DA scores had decreased over the semester, with a view to assessing whether there 

was a relationship between this and students’ engagement with each of the quizzes. Figure 

4-7 illustrates that overall for the first four quizzes, of those whose DA score increased, 

engagement with each quiz outweighed the non-engaged; however, the fall-off in student 

engagement as the term progressed is very evident. Quizzes 1, 2 and 3 were directly 

linked with the first assignment task, which could explain the high engagement with these 

quizzes. The decrease in engagement does reflect a common trend at university where 

students’ interest can wane as the pressures of assessments and the volume of work 

increases. This was verbalised in class and also at the focus groups which are analysed in 

chapter 5. Quizzes 5, 6 and 7 reflect the fact that as students neared the end of term and 

the pressures of other modules increased, the number of students not completing the 

quizzes outweighed those who completed them. 
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Figure 4.7  Bar charts showing engagement for each of the seven quizzes 
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Although statistically there was no relationship between students’ engagement with the 

quizzes and their approach to learning, the bar charts do illustrate that students did attempt 

the quizzes online but that as the term progressed this engagement decreased. Although 

quizzes 5 and 6 were linked to the assignments, these did appear late in the semester when 

most students had already completed much of their assignment work. These findings 

would concur with research on assessment which suggests that students are motivated by 

rewards (Segers et al., 2006). It is interesting that students did, in the absence of any 

external reward, still engage with each quiz, though this did wane. The quizzes were 

referenced repeatedly in the focus group discussions as an element of the course students 

found particularly helpful as a means of clarification and motivation. In-class discussions 

also reflected their enthusiasm. ‘Can you upload more quizzes’ was asked on occasion by 

the part-time students particularly.  

 

Similar analysis was conducted on the engagement with the databases. There were four 

databases which students could complete in groups or individually. Students who 

individually logged into a database with their own unique login code were deemed to 

have engaged. While this is a relatively crude measure of engagement it is still reflective 

of students’ engagement with the blended environment.  

 

Table 4-16 shows the !"  statistics for each of the databases when tested against an 

increase or decrease in DA scores over the semester. 

 

Database 1 Database 2 Database 3 Database 4 

0.068 0.311 0.539 0.126 

 

Table 4-16  Chi-squared statistics of engagement with databases against change in DA 
scores 

 

While none of these are statistically significant, Figure 4-8 shows that there did appear to 

be a clear suggestion that those who did engage in the databases had, on average, higher 

median DA scores [31 compared with 26]. No evidence was found of a difference in mean 

scores in the databases (p= 0.714, t=0.368, df=54) between those who engaged and those 

who did not. 
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Figure 4-8  Box-plot of DA scores at the end of semester for those students who engaged in 
the databases and those who did not. 

 

Similar to the quizzes, Figure 4-9 shows the engagement for each database.  

 

 

Figure 4-9  Bar charts showing engagement for each of the four databases
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While the quizzes were done individually, the databases required more collaborative 

engagement as the option was available for students to add to the databases as groups. 

The database entries required students to expose potentially their own misunderstandings 

and as such were academically more challenging. It is therefore encouraging that students 

did add to these.  

 

As with the quizzes, the commitment to the databases decreased over the semester and 

also in line with the relevance of each to the assessments. Databases 1 and 2 were related 

to the summative continuous assessment while databases 3 and 4 were less closely aligned 

with the assessments.  

 

In summary, while statistically the mean DA scores were not higher for those who 

engaged in the quizzes and databases compared with those who did not, the bar charts in 

Figures 4-7 and 4-9 illustrate that generally those students whose DA scores increased 

over the semester did engage more with the activities than those whose DA scores 

decreased. The following section looks at student engagement with the activities and 

assesses whether this impacted on their summative grades.  

 

Sub-question (ii) 

Did students who engaged with the online activities do better in the summative 

assessments than those students who did not engage? 

 

Many students attempted the quizzes multiple times and used them as revision tools [as 

evidenced by the dates they were completed online]. The frequency of attempts was used 

in the following analysis. Databases were also coded based on the frequency of visits to 

the site. Table 4.17 shows that there were significant positive correlations between 

engagement with the quizzes and databases and learning outcomes as measured by 

examination, continuous assessment results and overall GPA grades. 



 
 

111 

 

Table 4-17  Spearman rank correlations: Assessment outcomes against engagement with 
quizzes and databases. 

 
These findings suggest that students’ engagement with the quizzes reflected positively in 

the achievement of the learning outcomes as measured by the scale grades received in 

summative assessments. To dissect the findings more closely, the quiz data and the 

database data were dealt with separately in the following analysis.  

 

The quiz data were further analysed by dividing students into two groups, those who 

engaged in the quizzes and those who did not. Testing the hypotheses: 

 

H0:  suggests that there is no significant difference in summative assessment 

scores between the two groups.  

 

H1: suggests that students who engaged in the quizzes did significantly better in 

their examinations. 

 

 

 

 

µ1 = µ2

µ2 ≥ µ1
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Tables 4-18 and 4-19 show the mean grades for students in each category.  

 

Table 4-18  T-test findings on the difference in mean grades between those who engaged in 
the quizzes and those who did not 

 
Similarly, for the databases, results are shown in Table 4-19 

 

Table 4-19  T-test findings on the difference in mean grades between those who engaged in 
the databases and those who did not. 

 
These findings resonate with much of the literature on teaching and learning where 

students who are provided with the opportunity to engage actively with their learning and 

work at their own pace learn more effectively (Chickering and Ehrmann, 1996; Entwistle, 

2009; 1996; Kember et al., 2010; Ramsden, 1992). In the absence of a control group it is 

not possible to declare any causation effects; however, the quantitative findings were 

futher validated by the qualitative data where the students lauded the opportunities 

provided to ‘work away’ at their own pace.  

 

Eighty-nine percent of students engaged with at least one database, yet from the 

qualitative data the databases did not appear as prominently as the quizzes in students’ 

recollections. The fact that students could log into the databases to review feedback and 

read other students’ contributions could explain these high numbers. Passive engagement 
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is not aligned with deep learning, though there are many benefits (particularly with 

students who find the material difficult to understand) associated with being able to read 

contributions by other students and the lecturer’s feedback. This would be in line with the 

writings of many eminent educationalists (Biggs and Tang, 2007; Entwistle, 2009; Oliver 

and Trigwell, 2005); however, it would be interesting to see if there is any significant 

difference between the students who actively engaged and those who passively engaged 

with the databases. Using database 1 as an example, further analysis of the relationship 

between active engagement with the databases [actually writing something rather than 

just viewing content and feedback] and assessment grades resulted in the findings 

following.  

 

Significant results were found when the following hypotheses were tested: 

 

H0: There is no significant difference in summative assessment scores between 

students who actively contributed to database 1 and those that passively read the material. 

 

H1: #$ > #" Students who actively engaged and contributed to database 1 did better in 

their summative assessments. 

 

Table 4-20  T-test findings on the difference in mean grades between those who wrote in 
databases 1 and those who did not 

 

The 28 students who actively wrote in database 1 did significantly better in all measures 

of summative assessment than those who engaged passively in this activity.  

 

The analysis in Table 4-20 shows that students who actively engaged in the two online 

activities [quizzes and databases] chosen for this section of analysis did significantly 

better in their assessments than those who did not.  

 

µ1 = µ2
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4.4.3 Question 3 

 
Question 3 analysed the level of engagement in the activities throughout the semester; 

while the quizzes and databases have been reviewed above, this section takes the entire 

online platform and looks at students’ engagement in each of the activities.  

 
Question 3 is repeated below for clarity: 
 

Question 3 

Which activities did students engage in most frequently and was engagement consistent 

across the various modes of study? 

 
The Moodle platform consisted of various activities and resources. These were 

categorised into passive resources and active engagement activities (see Table 4-21). 

 

Table 4-21  List of Moodle activities used to complement the face-to-face classes 

 
4.4.3.1 Forum posts: Introductions 
 
Students were asked to introduce themselves and their aspirations for the course on 

Moodle as a means of creating a community of learners. Over 50% of students [n=97] 

introduced themselves at the beginning of term. The introductions were a means of 

creating the social presence within the group by asking students to give a brief 

introduction and then to add three pieces of personal information, one of which would be 

false. The researcher commenced the process. A screen shot of some introductions is 

shown in Appendix 10.  
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Figure 4-10 highlights the engagement patterns and how the part-time class were by far 

the more engaged in this activity. This is partially explained by the linear format of their 

course and the rapport that would have developed through the first semester which carried 

through to the second semester. With the full-time students, the core group of students is 

much smaller and new intakes occur each semester. This could explain their reluctance 

to engage, which was evidenced in the focus groups where some students said they were 

late registering and gaining access to Moodle or were too shy. The large uptake by 

exchange students mirrors their enthusiasm and willingness to participate, which was 

evident throughout the semester.  

 

  
 

Figure 4-10  Bar charts comparing the number of students who posted versus the number 
who visited the site. 

 
The bar charts illustrate that, although the full-time students [excluding the exchange 

students] were reluctant to post, they did engage in the activity and were interested in 

what their fellow students wrote.   

 

4.4.3.2 The Quizzes 

 

The level of engagement with the quizzes is detailed in Table 4-22. While quizzes are 

often seen as promoting surface learning, the questions were carefully designed to allow 

for deeper learning. See Appendix 9 for some examples of the quiz questions and how 

they were developed. 

 

 

 
Table 4-22 presents the data regarding engagement with the 7 quizzes.  
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Table 4-22  Class engagement with the quizzes 

 
The number of students engaging in the quizzes decreased over the semester in line with 

earlier findings; however, the resurgence of engagement for quiz 6 is interesting. Detailed 

in Figure 4-11 are the quiz topics and the links with the assignment questions which 

suggest that students were drawn to the quizzes that directly related to the continual 

assessment choices.  

 

Figure 4-11  Details linking quiz topics with assignment titles. 

The low participation rate for quiz 5 is interesting because it was linked to assignment 

question 2; however, few students actually attempted this question in their assessment. 

On speaking with students in class about this, it would appear that the first topic was 

chosen because students could start this early in the semester before the course became 

very busy and they found the question on Brexit appealing due to its relevance. Quiz 7 

appeared very late in the semester, and monetary policy is not generally a particularly 

popular topic with first-year students, which could explain the low participation rate. 
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Looking at the quiz engagement holistically, 27% of the class attempted no quizzes while 

16% did one or two quizzes only, while 57% engaged with the quizzes and completed 

three or more (see Figure 4-12).  

 

 

Figure 4-12  Student engagement with the quizzes 

 

It was interesting to see the breakdown of engagement by student cohort. Figure 4-13 

shows that the exchange students and the part-time students engaged most with these 

activities. The full-time students featured most prominently among those who did no quiz 

or did less than 3. This would be as expected, since part-time students tend to be more 

motivated, having chosen to return to college themselves and are usually financing their 

own education. The exchange students historically have also engaged more with class 

activities. Both these cohorts tend to be more mature, with more educational or life 

experiences. The focus groups and the class discussions reflected this trend with both 

groups acknowledging the benefits of the activities and how they found them very useful. 

Some of the full-time students had delayed or intermittent access to Moodle due to the 

cost of fees; some students also lacked the confidence to practice, fearing this would 

reflect poorly on them if they were doing badly.  
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Figure 4-13  Student engagement with the quizzes, broken down by mode of study 

 

The following section looks at each quiz individually and whether students used these as 

revision tools or whether they engaged with each quiz as it was posted to Moodle. The 

quizzes were uploaded as each topic was completed. Students were classified based on 

when they first attempted the quiz ( see figure 4-14). 

 
 

Figure 4-14  Students’ engagement with the quizzes based on time 

 
The number of time periods reduced as the term progressed since the final topic was 

completed within two weeks of the examination. The bar charts in Figure 4-15 illustrate 

the trend in engagement by the participants. 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 



 
 

119 

 

 

  

  

  

 
Figure 4-15  Bar charts showing students’ engagement with each quiz broken down by 

time 

 

The frequency of engagement again reflects the early enthusiasm students had with the 

initial quizzes; as the term neared its second half students decreased their immediate 

engagement and focused on other assessments. However, they did return to use the 

quizzes as revision tools. 
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4.4.3.3 The Databases 
 

There were four databases in total, covering pivotal aspects of the course as illustrated in 

Figure 4-16. 

 

Figure 4-16  Details of the four databases and how they linked with the course content 

 

Databases are an activity on the Moodle platform which allow lecturers to create a shared 

space where questions can be posted and then answered by students. Written feedback 

can then be posted by the lecturer. All posts are available to all class participants. It differs 

from a forum as it keeps posts and feedback in a confined space which allows for more 

focused discourse.  

 

In this module, the online component of each topic was reinforced with quizzes which 

were carried out by students individually. The databases on the other hand allowed 

collaboration between students in the posts, and all students had access to the content. It 

was very much a shared space. Each database was aligned with the tutorials and the broad 

topics covered in the course (see appendix 11). Each database required students to watch 

a video and then post answers to questions posted by the lecturer on Moodle. Engagement 

with the databases meant either posting or viewing posts and the lecturer’s feedback. 

Table 4-23 details participant engagement and Figure 4-17 illustrates these findings.   
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Table 4-23  Student engagement with databases 

The bar chart in Figure 4-17 shows the engagement for the participant sample with the 

databases. 

 
Figure 4-17  Student engagement with the databases 

 

Breaking this down by mode of study, Figure 4-18 looks at each group individually and 

illustrates the engagement of each with the databases.  

 

 
 

Figure 4-18 Students’ engagement with the databases broken down by mode of study 
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As with the quizzes, a pattern developed which highlights the engagement by the 

exchange students and the part-time students as being consistently higher than the 

business and accountancy students.  

 

A further pattern emerged that reflects the fall off in engagement as the semester 

progressed. Figure 4-19 shows that the earlier databases, particularly the two that most 

closely aligned with the assessments, registered greater engagement. The final database, 

which allowed students to answer past paper examination questions and receive feedback, 

was interesting in its lack of engagement; however, focus group discussions suggested 

that as students prepared for their examinations, they tended to rely more heavily on their 

class notes and individual studies. Some students said they downloaded the database 

material as they preferred a hardcopy of their study materials. 

 

  

  
 

Figure 4-19 Bar charts showing student engagement with each of the data bases 
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4.5 Summary 

This chapter analysed the numerical date harvested from the SPQ, Moodle and 

assessment results to seek a deeper understanding and appreciation of students’ 

engagement with online activities. The analysis further sought to establish if any 

relationship existed between student engagement and students’ approaches to learning.  

 

The findings show that, while statistically, students’ approaches to learning did not mirror 

their engagement, the findings did illustrate that as students engaged with the online 

activities their grades improved. This was particularly evident with regard to active 

engagement with the databases. 
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5 Data Analysis and Results: Qualitative 
 

5.1 Introduction 

 
This chapter explores the experiences of students following their immersion in a blended 

learning environment for the macroeconomics module. It concentrates on how the module 

and the delivery impacted on them and the aspects that they engaged with most. The 

quantitative element of this study sought to measure student engagement and draw 

conclusions based on correlations and statistical significances; this chapter presents the 

voices of the students and draws conclusions based on themes and recurring threads 

throughout their narratives. The focus groups were conducted in an open and 

conversational style with particular focus on their thoughts and reflections on blended 

learning as a teaching and learning approach, aspects of the teaching approach they found 

most engaging, and any parts of the module they felt needed adjustment.  

 

The primary research question that the focus groups sought to answer was: 

 

Can teaching large heterogeneous classes of first-year students using a blended approach 

foster deeper approaches to learning, encourage student engagement and improve 

learning outcomes for students? 

 

The following sub-questions were asked as a means of exploring this. 

 

• I ran the macroeconomics module this year integrating the in-class material and 

the online platform Moodle. How did you find this? 

• Were there any activities you found particularly helpful in making macroeconomics 

more engaging? 

• Looking at the quizzes, did you find these helped you with your studies? In what 

way? 

• What about the other aspects: the databases, the in-class discussions, the forum 

posts, etc.? 

• Have you any advice for me on how I could change this module next year in order 

to enhance the student experience? 
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The focus group interview data were supplemented and cross-referenced with memos and 

class reflections taken by the lecturer/researcher throughout the 12-week semester. Screen 

shots and text from some of the classes and online activities were used to elucidate the 

context and provide clarity as required.  

 

5.2 Profile of students 

 

Three focus groups were held and one interview [one student arrived late but wanted to 

participate]. Each focus group comprised 4-5 students, representing the various student 

cohorts. The responses from each group were identified in the subsequent matrices and 

analysis via typeset and initials as detailed below. 

 

Table 5-1  Profile of focus group participants 
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5.3 Structure of the focus groups 

 

The focus groups and interview were all carried out in a room on campus. The researcher 

suggested possible locations; however, for practical purposes participants selected a room 

on campus. Lunch was provided in order to facilitate meals but also as a means of creating 

a convivial and non-threatening setting. All focus groups were conducted after term 

finished and examinations were completed, apart from the exchange students who 

requested that they participate earlier to facilitate flights home. Their focus group was 

completed after classes ended but before their examination. Eight questions were asked, 

though a rigid format was not adhered to. [Appendix 6 has the full list of questions]. The 

focus groups were digitally recorded and transcribed [see Appendix 6 for sample 

transcript]. Each focus group took approximately 45 minutes and the single interview 

lasted 30 minutes.  

 

The quantitative data, which were retrieved from questionnaires and Moodle analytics, 

provided a comprehensive picture of the students’ engagement with the various activities. 

That factual account of engagement did not provide the rich data that can be found 

through personal interaction with the students and it was for this reason that the focus 

groups were conducted.  

 

5.4 Data analysis 

 
The data were categorised according to the analytical framework of Miles et al. (2014, 

p.12), which suggests a three-phase process of data analysis, namely:  

• Data processing and preparation leading to data condensation 

• Data display 

• Conclusion drawing/verification  

 

The condensation process involved reading and re-reading the transcripts and listening to 

the digital recordings in order to transform the data through coding into a more 

manageable form. This process strengthened the data and allowed the researcher to reflect 

and reassess the importance of various aspects of the data in advance of the data displays.  
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The focus group transcripts amounted to a total of 28 pages of text [double spaced]. The 

process of data condensation is an important aspect of analysis since the allocation of 

codes/categories facilitates thematic formation. Care was taken, through the use of critical 

friends, cross-reference to memos, and personal reflections, to ensure that the process, 

which led to emergent themes, was transparent and robust.  
 

Section 3.7.2 detailed the five questions posed in the focus groups and grouped them into 

three categories. The following section looks at each category in turn, creating a thematic 

matrix for each category as a prelude to the final thematic matrix. Section 5.4.1 details 

this process for category one (Coding for category 1 is shown in Appendix 12) and then 

a similar approach was adopted for each subsequent category [Appendices 13 - 14]. Once 

the final thematic matrix for each of the three categories was finalised, one overarching 

thematic matrix evolved. The mapping exercise for this is shown in Appendix 15. 

 

5.4.1 Data reduction matrices for category 1 

 

All focus group responses to Category 1 questions were read multiple times by the 

researcher. The complete text was then colour-coded (see Appendix 12). The themes were 

identified as shown in Table 5-2.  

 

Novelty  

Versatility  

Support: student-student  

Support: lecturer-student  

Relevant materials  

Accessibility of materials  

Sociable  

Inspiring  

Table 5-2  Colour code legend: Students’ perceptions of the blended teaching environment 

 

By grouping together the text pertaining to each theme, an interim matrix emerged [Table 

5-3]. These eight themes were then distilled down to three themes as illustrated in Table 

5-4. These formed the final themes for category 1. 
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Novelty Versatility Support student-
student 

Support lecturer-student Relevance 
materials 

Accessibility of 
materials 

Sociable Inspiring 

For me it was the 
first time a 
lecturer proposed 
something online 
like your proposal 
for example. 
You propose 
something 
different; the quiz, 
the exercise, 
This was the first 
time I was 
studying 
economics so I 
was pretty blank. 
I was into 
Sciences; this 
was my first time 
looking at 
something alone. 

 

We respond the 
question on 
Sunday 
sometimes. 
We were getting 
knowledge from 
different sources 
so it was helping 
us a lot 
The articles were 
pretty boring but 
the videos were 
helpful. 
Where if it’s in 
the class you 
have to wait 
when it will get 
quiet to ask. 

 

Even seeing how 
other people would 
practice writing, you 
said you don’t like 
writing. I do but at 
the same time am I 
any good at it but 
whatever I will do 
some mumbo jumbo 
there. It actually 
gives you some kind 
of idea, like window 
shopping  
you can kind of 
communicate with 
other students and 
see their opinions 
and stuff like that. 
For the class to 
share the knowledge 
that was the first 
time for me 
The question about 
the assignment was 
very useful for us 
because the question 
for example Jan had 
also my question it 
was very useful 
Working in groups 
was useful. 

 

If they were having any 
problem, there were 
asking you and you were 
giving feedback to 
everyone so that was 
good. 
Yes. Some people, they 
have a problem but they 
don’t ask, but when the 
same guy is having the 
same problem as me, I 
read the answer so it’s 
helpful. 
Yes. On the video (my 
homemade videos) it’s 
like it’s you and me so 
it’s really easy to 
concentrate. 
I think also the feedback 
that you gave and even 
seeing what other people 
think, I thought that was 
helpful as well. 
We got feedback from 
every writing we did and 
posted. 
 
What about the problem 
I had I used to mail you 
and I got the feedback 
the very next day. 
Plus when sending an 
email you will think over 
it. And if you’re doing a 
class on something else 
and I have a question, I 
really can’t ask. He can 
give you a better question 
and you can give him a 
better answer. 

I just enjoyed the 
videos and how 
relevant it was. 
I did, I’m sure I 
enjoyed that the 
topics were very 
relevant, very 
contemporary. 
We didn’t start with 
Samuelson or really 
old theory but just 
what’s relevant and 
an issue for today 

It could be easier for 
us to understand the 
courses using 
online] For example 
for me, I don’t really 
understand really the 
English at the 
beginning but now 
we can work on it 
after and we can 
understand…. 
For myself I didn’t 
understand what’s 
being said in the 
lecture so I took all 
the knowledge 
from the videos 
and articles on 
Moodle. 
I really enjoyed the 
way learning 
resources were 
accessible so I could 
write the answer or 
go through the 
materials while on 
the way to work. 
I could basically just 
access any time and 
just do whatever I 
didn’t have time to 
do before. 

Everyone introducing themselves, 
yes, I think so, it’s more of a quiet 
group to begin with so it’s nice 
when you see them online you have 
a better chance, like I already know 
that person. 
That was good getting to know 
each other 
very interactive 
For me it was surprising because 
we never do that in France for 
example. We are in big classes so 
we can meet each other. It could be 
a great idea. 
I think there are too much people in 
the class so we can see who write 
the introduction and it could be 
strange to go and speak with the 
people, but it could be a good way 
to share information with people. 
but it gets boring after about 20 
or 30 you just ignore it. 
Our class, we have a text group 
that’s separate from Moodle 
where if there’s questions, that’s 
where they tend to be asked. I 
think sometimes people are a 
little bit shy in asking the lecturer 
where they’re looking whereas 
texting in a group it’s away from 
college. It is true, even though it’s 
anonymous and it’s online and 
you know no one’s going to judge 
you, people are still feeling that 
the lecturer is looking sometimes. 
Where we will text each other 
questions quite regularly. [ 
discussing introductions and 
forum posts] 

We have respect for that 
because our teacher in 
Switzerland is not like that. 
It was good to have you as a 
lecturer. You are passionate. 
I think it got me more 
interested in the stuff that 
was going on in the world at 
the time than studying it. 
It got me more interested in 
the subject. 
I think that is more 
motivational because I think I 
was just more interested in 
what was going on in the 
subject that I am in Micro. 
So I found it very interesting 
and I still actually think 
about all the topics we 
covered and it’s really, I 
actually started reading a lot 
about it. 
I did actually more out of the 
syllabus 
In the first semester I was 
just starting to get my head 
around whatever basic 
concepts, whatever ideas you 
have in your head, you had to 
think about it from the 
economic perspective and I 
couldn’t get it and I think I 
was shocking but the second 
semester was really good. 
It was helpful 
I said she loves this subject; I 
want to fall in love with it. 

 

Table 5-3 Interim matrix: Students’ perceptions of the blended learning environment 
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The eight themes from the interim matrix distilled to three broad themes that encapsulated the students’ opinions of the blended approach. 
An identical process followed for each of the other two categories which are shown in Appendices 13 and 14.  

Support in Learning Accessibility of resources Motivational aspects  
We respond the question on Sunday sometimes. 
We were getting knowledge from different sources so it was 
helping us a lot 
The articles were pretty boring but the videos were helpful. 
Where if it’s in class you have to wait when it will be quiet to ask 
Even seeing how other people would practice writing, you said you 
don’t like writing. I do but at the same time am I any good at it but 
whatever I will do some mumbo jumbo there. It actually gives you 
some kind of idea, like window shopping {looking at others work} 
you can kind of communicate with other students and see their 
opinions and stuff like that. 
For the class to share the knowledge that was the first time for me 
The question about the assignment was very useful for us because the 
question for example Jan had also my question it was very useful 
Working in groups was useful. 
If they were having any problem, there were asking you and you 
were giving feedback to everyone so that was good. 
Yes. Some people, they have a problem but they don’t ask, but 
when the same guy is having the same problem as me, I read the 
answer so it’s helpful 
Yes. On the video (my homemade videos) it’s like it’s you and me 
so it’s really easy to concentrate. 
I think also the feedback that you gave and even seeing what other 
people think, I that was helpful as well 
We got feedback from every writing we did and posted. 
 
What about the problem I had I used to mail you and I got the 
feedback the very next day. 

Plus when sending an email you will think over it. And if you’re 

doing a class on something else and I have a question, I really can’t 

ask. He [ a fellow student]  can give you a better question and you 

can give him a better answer. 

I just enjoyed the videos and how relevant it 
was. 
I did, I’m sure I enjoyed that the topics were 
very relevant, very contemporary. 
We didn’t start with Samuelson or really old 
theory but just what’s relevant and an issue 
for today 
It could be easier for us to understand the 
courses using online] For example for me, I 
don’t really understand really the English at 
the beginning but now we can work on it 
after and we can understand…. 
For myself I didn’t understand what’s 
being said in the lecture so I took all the 
knowledge from the videos and articles on 
Moodle. 
I really enjoyed the way learning resources 
were accessible so I could write the answer 
or go through the materials while on the way 
to work. 
I could basically just access any time and 
just do whatever I didn’t have time to do 
before. 

For me it was the first time a lecturer proposed something online like your proposal for 
example. 
You propose something different; the quiz, the exercise, 
This was the first time I was studying economics so I was pretty blank. I was into 
Sciences; this was my first time looking at something alone. 
Everyone introducing themselves, yes, I think so, it’s more of a quiet group to begin with so 
it’s nice when you see them online you have a better chance, like I already know that person. 
That was good getting to know each other 
very interactive 
For me it was surprising because we never do that in France for example. We are in big 
classes so we can meet each other. It could be a great idea. 
I think there are too much people in the class so we can see who write the introduction and it 
could be strange to go and speak with the people, but it could be a good way to share 
information with people. 
but it gets boring after about 20 or 30 you just ignore it. 
Our class, we have a text group that’s separate from Moodle where if there’s questions, 
that’s where they tend to be asked. I think sometimes people are a little bit shy in asking 
the lecturer where they’re looking whereas texting in a group it’s away from college. It is 
true, even though it’s anonymous and it’s online and you know no one’s going to judge 
you, people are still feeling that the lecturer is looking sometimes. Where we will text each 
other questions quite regularly. [ discussing introductions and forum posts] 
We have respect for that because our teacher in Switzerland is not like that. 
It was good to have you as a lecturer. You are passionate. 
I think it got me more interested in the stuff that was going on in the world at the time than 
studying it. 
It got me more interested in the subject. 
I think that is more motivational because I think I was just more interested in what was 
going on in the subject that I am in Micro. 
So I found it very interesting and I still actually think about all the topics we covered and 
it’s really, I actually started reading a lot about it. 
I did actually more out of the syllabus 
In the first semester I was just starting to get my head around whatever basic concepts, 
whatever ideas you have in your head, you had to think about it from the economic 
perspective and I couldn’t get it and I think I was shocking but the second semester was 
really good. 
It was helpful 
I said she loves this subject; I want to fall in love with it. 

Table 5-4 Thematic Matrix: Category 1:  Students’ perception of the blended learning environment
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Identical procedures culminated in final thematic matrices for each of the categories. 

Given that each interim matrix led to a final matrix for each category, and subsequently 

to one final thematic matrix for the entire focus group contributions, care was taken by 

the researcher and the critical friends to ensure a clear pathway through this process. 

Appendix 15 illustrates the mapping exercise which resulted in the final thematic matrices 

for each category and subsequently the final overall thematic matrix. The final thematic 

matrix covering the three focus groups and the single interview is shown in Table 5.5. 

The following section explores each of these themes, drawing in reflections and memos 

collected during the semester to further illuminate the narrative. 

 

5.5 Analysis of student focus group data: Final thematic matrix 

 

The final thematic matrices from the three categories distilled to one final thematic matrix 

[See Table 5.5]. Four themes permeated the narrative: 

• The teaching and learning environment 

• Supportive learning environment 

• Reinforcement of learning 

• Heterogeneity of resources 

 

Sub-categories which aligned with each theme are detailed following and the sections 

explore each of these in more detail. Selected quotations from the focus groups are 

presented for illustration purposes.   
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Table 5-5  Final thematic matrix

T

h 

The Teaching and Learning 

Environment 

Supportive Learning Environment Reinforcement of Learning Heterogeneity of Resources 

Sub codes • Social connectivity 

• Administration issues 

• Time 

• Assessment  

• Feedback 

• Motivation 

 

• Accessibility of Resources 

• Reflection  

 

• Revision tools 

• Aptness of resources 

 

Exchange students • We have respect for that because our 
teacher in Switzerland is not like that. 

• It was good to have you as a lecturer.  
•  You are passionate. 
• For me it was surprising because we 

never do this in France [introductions] 

The question about the assignment was 
very useful because the question for 
example Jan had also my question, it was 
very helpful 

It could be easier for us to understand the 
courses using online] For example for me, I 
don’t really understand really the English at 
the beginning but now we can work on it 
after and we can understand…. 

Yes, you definitely have to think about the 
topic again, so it was good [the quiz] 

You definitely have to think about the topic 
again, so yes, it was good [quiz]. 

It was a link with the course so sometimes it 
was so easy to answer because if you follow 
the course you can figure out the quiz. 

 

Business Students • If there is a large class you need to 
make the class more interactive, like 
everyone, not just a section. A lot 
more input from people who are sitting 
behind.  

• I came from a school where the 
maximum time of a lecture was 40 
minutes 

If they were having any problem, there 
were asking you and you were giving 
feedback to everyone so that was good 

On the videos [my Camtasia ones] it’s 
like you and me so it’s really easy to 
concentrate. 

For myself I didn’t understand what is being 
said in the lecture so I took all the knowledge 
from the videos and articles on Moodle 

We got a lot of information from the 
assignments, in the videos you uploaded …. 
they help a lot for exchange rate and 
connecting ideas.  

We are getting knowledge from different 
sources so it was helping us a lot. 

Interview with 
business student 

• Everyone one introducing themselves, 
yes [it is a good idea] it’s more of a 
quiet group to begin with so it’s nice 
when you see them online you have a 
better chance, like I already know that 
person 

• Maybe more class work 

You can kind of communicate with other 
students and see their opinions and stuff 
like that 

I felt like I had definitely more 
connection with other students being able 
to figure out what other people were 
thinking because sometimes when you’re 
studying, I don’t know if I’m 
understanding it completely [databases]  

I just enjoyed the videos and how relevant it 
was 

I watched that a few times [the Krugman 
video] because I thought it was more 
interesting. I enjoyed hearing his opinion on 
economics, it’s kind of different than most 
peoples. 

I think when I was studying for the actual 
exam, they were really helpful. I did not use 
them as much as I should have during the 
course {the quiz} 

Part time students Seeing what other people think, I thought 
that was helpful as well [databases].  

I think also the feedback that you gave 
and even seeing what other people think, 
I that was helpful as well 

It was nice when the other girl asked a 
question and then you replied with a 
video and answer and we could all see 
that 

I really enjoyed the way learning resources 
were assessable so I could write the answer 
or go through the materials while on the way 
to work 

Even now when you watch the news or you 
see something and you think, yes, we did this, 
you understand it.  

They do say that people are more visual, so 
you pick things more than just notes [videos] 
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5.5.1 The teaching and learning environment 

 

This theme incorporated the face-to-face teaching space and the online presence. It also 

encompassed issues regarding timetabling and class size. It emerged mainly from 

questions relating to the students’ general perceptions of the blended delivery adopted for 

this module and the discussion of possible alterations to the delivery in subsequent years. 

Four sub-themes were identified and are discussed below. 

 

5.5.1.1 Social connectivity 
 
None of the students had previous experience of a blended learning environment. Most 

of the participants were first-year students; however, the exchange students who were 

from France, Germany and Switzerland were also new to this mode of delivery. All 

participants acknowledged the merits of the blended approach either for its novelty ‘it 

was the first time a lecturer proposed something online’ (ES) and also for the social aspect 

‘It was good getting to know each other, very interactive’ (ES). Figure 5-1 illustrates a 

typical introduction made by one of the first-year students during the first week of term. 

Posts of a purely social nature were limited in line with the findings of Garrison and 

Cleveland-Innes (2005). 

 

Figure 5.1 Screen shot of a student introduction  
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Many students found this created a link between students, especially the full-time 

students, given the large class size. However, the full-time students did point out that 

eventually they got bored reading all the posts ‘but it gets boring after about 20 or 30 you 

just ignore it’ (FTBS), and that the size of the class meant that the initial novelty wore off 

and that they did not feel the introductions themselves were sufficient to create new 

friendships. 

 
I think there are too much people in the class so we can see who write the 
introduction and it could be strange to go and speak with the people, but it could be 
a good way to share information with people.  

(ES) 
 

This feedback suggests that with in excess of 100 students, introductions on a general 

forum do not lead automatically to a sense of community. Sub-groups were created in 

tutorials to counter this, and group submissions were admissible to the databases which 

sought to ameliorate this reluctance to contribute as individuals.  

 

The part-time students responded to the idea of using the introductions to create a friendly 

and congenial atmosphere with the following: 

 
Our class, we have a text group that’s separate from Moodle where if there’s 
questions, that’s where they tend to be asked. I think sometimes people are a little 
bit shy in asking the lecturer …whereas texting in a group it’s away from college. It 
is true, even though it’s anonymous and it’s online and you know no one’s going to 
judge you, people are still feeling that the lecturer is looking sometimes. We will 
text each other questions quite regularly.  

(PTS) 
 

Although this quotation is not directly related to the introductions (most part-time 

students did actually introduce themselves on the forum), it is a very interesting 

development in HE. The students accepted the concept of friendship and benefits of a 

support network but did not feel they had complete ownership of it when the platform is 

linked with the ‘official’ college virtual learning space. The use of WhatsApp and 

Facebook, which create parallel communities that are external to the teaching and 

learning space of the lecturer, is a common facet in HE today. This parallel student 

network can be a source of concern for academics, particularly when used in a destructive 

way to undermine the lecturer or course. It can also be a source of inaccurate information 
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being circulated. These part-time students did clarify that the WhatsApp group did relate 

more to ‘housekeeping’ issues and that the database entries were very useful for their 

academic progress and were also a source of social connectivity.  

 
Seeing what other people think, I thought that was helpful as well [databases]. 

(PTS) 
 

Figure 5-2 illustrates an example of the data-bases and how the process worked. The red 

type is the lecturer’s feedback and the questions posed are down the left-hand side of the 

page.  

 

 

Figure 5-2 Screen shot of database entry 

 
There was a sense that students felt that the teaching and learning environment for the 

macroeconomics module did transcend the physical classroom space and extended 

beyond the scheduled class times. This was evident in many of the students’ responses 

and permeated much of the narrative, ‘Yes you can communicate with other students and 

see their opinions and stuff like that’ (IS). The databases facilitated each of the presences 

within the CoI framework, allowing students and lecturer to exchange views. This sense 

that the online element of the module facilitated interactions is more evident in the next 

theme and will be expanded upon there. Most of the remainder of this theme concentrated 

on the more rudimentary issues of timetabling, etc. 
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5.5.1.2 Administration issue  
 

When asked about possible changes that would enhance the course, the main feedback 

related to issues around class size and timetabling. The general consensus was that the 

full-time class was too large and that classes were too long. In addition to this, timetabling 

was often such that classes ran into each other, so while macroeconomics might be two 

hours, it ran consecutively with other classes, meaning students were effectively sitting 

for up to three hours.  

 
Most difficult thing in my case studying Macro Economics, I came from a school 
where the maximum time of a lecture was 40 minutes but when I came to this college 
it was about 2-3 hours, I was not able to sit for that time.  

(FTS) 
 
Students all agreed that this was an issue and suggested that concentration lasted about 

30 minutes. 

 
Like if you are trying to teach us something, you can focus on what you are saying 
for 30-40 minutes and then we’ll get bored.  

(FTBS) 
 
The full-time students, excluding the exchange students, seemed to have the most 

difficulty with the class length and timing. Students where English is not their first 

language found this particularly arduous and although outside the researchers remit, 

timetable can have a huge impact on students’ engagement. They also commented that 

the large class size made interaction during class difficult, especially for those at the back.  

 
If there’s a large class you need to make the class more interactive, like everyone, 
not just a section. A lot more input from people who are sitting behind.  

(FTBS) 
 
This was an interesting contribution that illustrated that the online activities were not 

considered as a substitute for an engaging face-to-face environment. Suggested solutions 

to this were to use the class time to complete some of the online activities and to use class 

time rather than tutorial time to discuss the online material. 

 
It might be a good idea to fill out the questions {in the databases} in the class 
because after class I don’t do it. 

(ES) 
This approach would integrate the online and face-to-face teaching space more effectively 

and lead to better synchronisation across media. 
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5.5.1.3 Time 
 

The issue of timing of classes ‘I think you should start the day with economics when 

you’re fresh’ (FTBS) arose briefly and only with one group of students. Of greater 

frequency was the recurring theme of the extra time necessary to complete the activities 

and contributions to the databases. While this was by no means a dominant theme it was 

something that students did feel was important to bring to the group. This was also a 

recurring theme in class when discussions concerning the module were addressed. Often 

students admitted that it was through laziness that they did not do the work despite 

agreeing that the blended approach is a good idea: ‘I’m lazy maybe, but that’s a good idea 

but I don’t do it… I feel ashamed’ (ES). Part-time students also felt that time was precious 

and that given their workload both in college and at work they generally agreed that the 

blended approach was more time consuming. This was reflected in the quantitative 

research where participation decreased as term progressed. An interesting comment from 

a part-time student reflected the ‘back-wash’ effect which values work which is 

summatively assessed over unassessed engagement:  

 
I didn’t mind writing a few things but then we had three questions to answer and 
they were long….. we’re doing all this extra work for nothing.  

(PTS) 
 

These comments suggested that some students felt that much of the work online was 

‘extra, unrewarded work’ rather than complementary to the actual face-to-face time. 

Students on the whole did not voice this opinion, though lack of engagement by some 

students could reflect this view. Aligning online activity to summative assessment also 

emerged both in classroom discussions and in the focus groups as a subtheme.  

 

5.5.1.4 Assessment 
 
It was surprising that the question ‘are we getting a mark for doing this’ did not arise as 

expected during the semester. Care was taken at the beginning of term to highlight that 

the online content was there to allow for more active engagement in the course content 

but that engagement was not obligatory. However, it did arise in the focus group 

discussion when asked if there was anything which would encourage non-users of the 

materials to engage. ‘I think if you force them to do it…. if you offer 10% mark if they 

share on the forum’ (ES), others disagreed and felt this would strip away some of the 
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essence of the approach. ‘If you force people, they will get quite frustrated if they didn’t 

understand the question or if they didn’t have time’ (PTS). 

 

From class discussions, students did report that they found the quizzes and the databases 

very helpful in enhancing their understanding. This formative assessment function would 

appear to have outweighed the limited requests for summative assessment of engagement. 

From the limited review of the assessment scripts, students did integrate the online 

materials into their assessment essays. Students did report how they found these linkages 

helpful.  

 
5.5.1.5 Summary 
 

The main issues that arose in the focus groups and interviews pertaining to this theme 

centred on the benefits of having a platform such as Moodle to get to know the names 

and something about the students in the class. Large class sizes and time constraints were 

cited as obstacles to full engagement in the blended learning process; however, the 

general feeling from the groups was positive, with students admitting that despite their 

good intentions, sometimes they were lazy and did not engage as they would like to.  

 

5.5.2 Supportive Learning Environment 

 

This theme was by far the strongest, with strands appearing throughout the focus groups 

and also in class. All focus groups and particularly the part-time students and the 

exchange students emphasised the impact the feedback had on their learning. While the 

quizzes provided automated feedback, the personal touch provided by the lecturer to 

emails and database entries was what appeared to impact students most.  

 

Two sub-themes, feedback and motivation, emerged from the students’ narratives.  

 

5.5.2.1 Feedback 
 

The databases were cited on numerous occasions by students as very useful. As 

mentioned previously, after students watched a video on a topical issue [maybe a debate 

on Brexit] they then answered questions posed by the lecturer onto the database which all 
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students could see. The lecturer then responded with feedback [see Figure 5-3] that 

questioned students’ opinions or asked for clarification. The learning here appeared to 

have been multi-fold, initially from the students’ first response to the questions, then from 

the feedback from the lecturer and finally the combination of both which created a 

synergy that students referred to. 

 

The results from the quantitative study showed that students who actually wrote in the 

databases gained most in terms of outcomes; however, students who did not contribute 

directly learnt from those students who did, and from the subsequent lecturer feedback.  

 
I felt like I had definitely more connection with other students being able to figure 
out what other people were thinking because sometimes when you’re studying I 
don’t know if I’m understanding it completely [databases].  

(IS) 
 

For the class to share knowledge, that was the first time for me.  
(ES) 

 
So, the feedback, the quizzes and the databases, they really helped because it made 
you see well, I am going right or I’m going wrong here I need to steer it ….if you 
did not get feedback you would probably not bother. 

(PTS) 
 

These quotes highlight the value of feedback as espoused by academics (Chickering and 

Gamson, 1999; Entwistle, 2009; Ramsden, 1992; Race, 2001; Toohey, 2010) and also 

how feedback of itself can facilitate the development of the three presences within the 

CoI framework. Feedback was an overarching theme throughout the focus groups and 

was brought up many times in various contexts. The part-time students felt that the 

feedback in macroeconomics was very useful, given that sample answers to past papers 

are not available on Moodle and as such students felt that they were never sure if they 

understood the material fully.  

 
The quizzes were brilliant every week, the feedback as well, brilliant. Some of the 
other courses they have past papers on Moodle but no answers, so you’re kind of 
going in blindly answering things that you’ve studied but not knowing if that’s even 
a little bit right.  

(PTS) 
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This was interesting because the provision of sample answers to past papers is a common 

request by students. It has been policy not to provide this, as students can rote-learn these 

answers in the misguided effort to provide the ‘perfect answer’. The databases provide an 

alternative approach where feedback was provided as ‘suggestions’, thus serving as 

scaffolding for further engagement.  

 

A recurring point addressed in the focus groups was the fact that the online presence 

facilitated students in that they felt more comfortable asking questions via the forums 

after class, than asking questions during class. This was due to two factors, firstly the fact 

that sometimes their questions related to prior topics and they felt it inappropriate to revert 

to these once the topic was completed, and also the idea that they could think more about 

phrasing their question in the calmness of their own study space. 

 

• What about the problem I had I used to mail you and I got the feedback the 
very next day. Where if it’s in the class you have to wait when it will get quiet 
to ask. 

• Plus, when sending an email, you will think over it. And if you’re doing a 
class on something else and I have a question, I really can’t ask. He can give 
you a better question and you can give him a better answer.  

(FTBS) 
 

Although care was taken in designing the blended module to facilitate reflection, 

reflective practice, a hallmark of a graduate (Garrison and Kanuka, 2004; DES, 2011), 

will not necessarily transpire. The database activity does appear to embody this attribute.  

 

This theme resonated with many students both in the focus groups and in the tutorials 

throughout the year, that the ongoing teacher feedback beyond the confines of the 

classroom was appreciated by students, ‘we have respect for that because our teacher in 

Switzerland is not like that’ (ES) and this added to the community of learners ‘it was nice 

when the other girl asked a question and then you replied with a video and answer we 

could all see that’ (PTBS). The Camtasia videos [prepared by the lecturer/researcher] 

were also appreciated as a means by which the teaching environment transcended the 

physical classroom ‘on the video [Camtasia] it’s like it’s you and me so it’s really easy to 

concentrate’ (FTBS). An interesting finding concerning feedback was the appreciation all 

students felt with the access they had to prompt feedback. Although all students did not 

actively engage with the online databases and forum posts, the feedback was universally 
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available. This served as a motivating factor to both high-achieving students and students 

who struggled ‘we were getting knowledge from different sources so it was helping a lot’ 

(FTBS). A similar sentiment is evident in the following quote from a full-time student: 

‘if they [another student] were having any problem, they were asking you and you were 

giving feedback to everyone so that was good’ (FTBS). The feedback was linked in many 

of the student conversations with motivation and encouragement.  

 

5.5.2.2 Motivation 
 

The blended approach and the feedback both appeared to add to students’ motivation to 

engage with the subject. This motivation appeared to be linked to the nature of the 

material, its relevance to real life and the fact that students were able to study the material 

in their own time (Deci and Ryan, 1985; Toohey, 2010). These factors all reflect research 

on what contributes to intrinsic motivation. One part-time student, when discussing 

adding to the databases, mentioned:  

 
You’re watching the videos, answering and getting the feedback, where at the end 
of the term when it came to studying for the exam and assignment, I found it helpful. 
Because I understood it more. Now I think I would hold on to some of the 
information more than some other subjects because it made you think about it more 
and maybe part of that is because there are so many economic things going on it 
makes it more relevant. Do you know what I mean?’  

  (PTS)  
 

There were students, both at the focus groups and also referenced by others, who appeared 

to use the videos and the materials online more as a revision tool; in one case the comment 

was that it was ‘a life saver’ (FTBS). Students did acknowledge that the resources were 

an excellent revision tool; however, when asked if they used the resources mainly to cram, 

the consensus was that while they were useful for revision, they also motivated students 

to read beyond the course and engage with the material during the term. This was 

evidenced by comments that reflected broader knowledge in assignments and was also 

evidenced from the following quote: 

 
So I found it very interesting and I still actually think about all the topics we covered 
and I actually started reading a lot about it…. I actually did more out of the syllabus.  

(PTS) 
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One part-time student who found the course difficult did express how the blended 

environment came together as the term progressed and said ‘I did enjoy it towards the 

end… that was because of seeing all the extra stuff, other people’s opinions and putting 

it all together’. 

 

One full-time student made a very interesting point when he said, ‘People, they want to 

get good grades, they don’t care for knowledge so when they come into practical life, they 

don’t have any knowledge, all they have is a Degree with good grades’ but that the 

blended approach enhanced his own knowledge and that having studied macroeconomics 

‘I had a sense of Brexit, and to tell the people what’s going on at the moment’. So, while 

the full-time students may not have explicitly acknowledged the benefits of the feedback 

loop, they implicitly did display evidence that engagement was enhanced via the blended 

environment. 

 

5.5.2.3 Summary 
 

While there was a blurring of boundaries among some of the themes, feedback and 

motivation received through the blended approach did come through very strongly. While 

much of the material presented online could in theory be covered in a physical classroom 

setting, the feedback on Moodle seemed to really resonate with students as something 

they valued and this also fed into their motivation to understand the material. The other 

aspect of the blended course that students appreciated was the lack of urgency the online 

content facilitated. Students appreciated the fact that they could attempt the material in 

their own time and at their own discretion.  

 

5.5.3 Reinforcement of learning 

 

One of the motivating factors for this research was to provide a platform where students 

of all levels could work at their own pace and within their ZPD. The quantitative data 

showed that although no marks were awarded for engaging with the online activities, 

students did engage. The theme ‘reinforcement of learning’ distilled to two sub-themes, 

namely, accessibility of learning and reflection.  
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5.5.3.1 Accessibility of learning  
 
This theme, accessibility of learning, reflected the different modalities in which the 

materials were presented and also the fact that students could engage with the online 

materials in a variety of ways and in their own time. As one (PT) student said:  

 
I really enjoyed the way learning resources were accessible so I could write the 
answer or go through the materials while on the way to work. I could basically just 
access any time and do whatever I didn’t have time to do before. 

(PT) 
 

While ease of access is important, the hallmark of a graduate centres on the attributes 

embedded in the concept of deep learning. Deep learning is defined by Biggs and Tang 

(2007) as learning that achieves the desired learning outcomes, which at university should 

include analysis and reflection, and is driven by the tasks and requirements of the learning 

environment. Surface learning is learning that is at too ‘low’ a level to achieve learning 

outcomes aligned with a university education. The focus group discussions suggested that 

certainly at the beginning of the year students very much embraced the opportunities the 

blended delivery provided to develop deep learning skills. The following quotes from 

various cohorts of students illustrated this: 

 
You definitely have to think about the topic again [quiz].  

(ES) 
 

Instead of just learning from the notes, with the videos we had to do a little bit of 
extra work and thinking, then our notes, our own thinking, so it did help with the 
exam.  

(PTS) 
 

In the videos you upload I only find them in Macro in Moodle so they help a lot for 
exchange rate and connecting ideas.  

(FTBS) 
 

I watched that a few times because I thought it was more interesting [Krugman 
debate on Keynesian economics], I enjoyed hearing his opinion on economics, it’s 
kind of different than other people’s I think.  

(IS) 
 
The themes of thinking rather than just learning permeated these quotes and also the 

opportunity to revert to the materials many times enhanced the students’ engagement: 

‘you can replay it if you didn’t get it the first time’ (PTS). 
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Another concept that kept re-emerging was the link students were able to make with the 

material and the world beyond the textbooks. This manifested itself in the quote by the 

American student who was interviewed, where she said ‘with Brexit going on right now, 

I was able to discuss it with my family, which I wouldn’t have been able to do before the 

course’. The revisiting of concepts and theory, both online and in class, seemed to 

reinforce students’ understanding.   

 

Students confirmed that initial enthusiasm did wane as the pressures of college and 

assignments built up towards the middle of the semester. When asked had they done the 

quizzes one student replied ‘In the beginning…. no they were good, I just lost doing that 

and forgot to do that. But they were good in the beginning and I will do them for the 

exams now’ (ES). This was also evidenced by engagement with Moodle [see chapter 4] 

and attendance at tutorials from around weeks 7 -9. Students did return to the Moodle 

page as a means of revision later and completed the quizzes in preparation for the final 

examination.   

 

Quizzes traditionally are cited as tools of learning that facilitate surface learning: 

however, the quizzes were designed to test higher level knowledge and students did find 

the instant feedback they generated helpful. Figure 5-3 demonstrates how the quizzes 

were designed. Once an answer was selected and submitted a response appeared. 

 

 

Figure 5-3:  Screen shot of a typical multiple-choice question 
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Students commented that the embedded feedback in the quizzes did help them understand 

the material and it also reinforced what had been covered in class.  

 
It was a link with the course, so sometimes it was so easy to answer because if you 
follow the course you can figure out the quiz.  

(ES) 
 

The part-time students also found the quizzes helpful and acknowledged that they were 

often testing.  

 
I love the quiz, they’re short and snappy and you get answers. Some tricky ones in 
there too.  

(PTS) 
 

5.5.3.2 Reflection  
 
Another facet of deep learning is the ability to reflect on what has been absorbed and this 

also came through in the narratives. ‘Even now when you watch the news or you see 

something and you think yes, we did this, you understand it’ or ‘I couldn’t relate to them 

[economic concepts] but once you put the videos on then you start to think’ (PTS). 

 

This to-and-fro between class and Moodle allowed students to learn at their own pace, 

‘And you can replay it if you didn’t get it first time’ (PTS) and appreciate information 

from different sources, ‘We were getting information from different sources so it helps 

us a lot’ (FTBS) and this facilitated more reflection on their learning. As the Wordle of 

all focus group responses illustrates, (see Appendix 16), the word THINK dominates the 

image and it emerged as a dominant theme throughout the focus groups.  

 

When discussing the blended approach to this module many of the comments made by 

students suggested that the online material allowed for deeper reflection, thinking, 

internalising of the materials and ideas. When discussing the video exercises and database 

entries, one student encapsulated this with the following: 

 
Instead of just learning from the notes, with the videos, we had to do a little bit of 
extra work and thinking…our own thinking, so it did help with the exams. 

(PTS) 
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This deep learning was further reinforced by the ability of students to draw on the content 

after the semester finished. 

 
Even now when you watch the news or you see something and you think, yes, we 
did this, you understand it.  

(PTS) 
 

 

5.5.3.3 Summary 
 

As evidenced in the quantitative analysis, engagement with the quizzes and the databases 

was high overall, though this did wane as the term progressed. The qualitative narrative 

detailed above provided an insight into the benefits students gleaned from these by 

allowing students to do their work in their own time and to think more about the topics 

under discussion. As would be expected, some students only used the resources online 

for revision [this was also evidenced in the quantitative chapter]; however, students also 

found the diversity of ways in which information and views were presented improved 

their understanding.  

 

5.5.4 Heterogeneity of resources 

 

As mentioned previously, there is a certain amount of overlap between themes and while 

this theme may not merit its own section, it did appear in various guises throughout the 

focus groups and in class. First-year students, as novice learners who are often arriving 

in college from a very didactic learning environment, tend to focus on results and 

examinations more than teaching staff would like. Part of this research was motivated by 

a desire to create a learning environment that was not solely focused on examination 

results. The primary sub-themes in this section were revision and how students used the 

online materials to augment their study as final examinations approached. Also, the 

accessibility of resources came up in the context of making the content easier to 

understand for non-native English speakers.  
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5.5.4.1 Revision  
 

The full-time business students were the most likely to use the quizzes for purely revision 

purposes.  

 
I think when I was studying for the actual exam, they were very useful. I didn’t use 
them as much as I should have during the course.  

 (IS) 
 

I only do those quizzes as a revision for the exam. 
(FTBS) 

 
While some students only used the quizzes for revision, others used them to isolate 

important aspects of the course: 

 
Sometimes we don’t really don’t need to read every page but you know the important 
parts from the multiple-choice questions. 

(FTBS) 

 

In this researcher’s experience, students do overly concentrate on examinations at 

university and first-year students, particularly, need to be guided away from this way of 

thinking to one of self-actualisation and intrinsic motivation. Though quizzes may not be 

the most appropriate way to do this, the fact that students are engaging with these, even 

if only to succeed at examinations, is not in itself a negative thing.   

 

5.5.4.2 Aptness of resources 
 

English was not the first language of most of the full-time students and also of a large 

segment of part-time students, hence the distinctive advantage of being able to listen to 

the videos and read the feedback in their own time.  

 
They do say that people are more visual, so they pick up things more than [from] 
just notes. 

(PTS) 
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It could be easier for us to understand the courses [using online]. For example, for 
me, I don’t really understand the English at the beginning but now we can work on 
it and we can understand.  

(ES) 
 

The large class sizes also meant that the personal touch and class interaction was low, so 

the online resources allowed students who were struggling to find help online: ‘I took all 

the knowledge for the videos and articles on Moodle’ (FTBS). 

 

When asked about the other resources such as the glossary, students did not engage with 

this as much; the lack of feedback and their passive nature could explain this. Many 

educationalists allude to the importance of the choice of technology when seeking to 

foster deeper learning skills; technology of itself will not achieve this, but rather its 

effective implementation.  

 

5.5.4.3 Summary 
 
This final theme encompassed the usefulness of the blended approach for revision; the 

materials were available online and students could revert to them at the end of term. They 

also provided a pathway through the course which students could use to direct their study. 

Another sub-theme here was the aptness of the resources, which changed in accordance 

with students’ needs. Non-native English speakers found the online content easier to 

understand as they could try the activities numerous times. This theme overlaps with the 

theme of accessibility where students found the resources useful as they presented the 

materials in various guises. 

 

5.6 Chapter summary 

 

The focus groups were systematically analysed using thematic analysis. Four themes 

emerged from the four focus groups: 

• The teaching and learning environment 

• Supportive learning environment 

• Reinforcement of learning 

• The heterogeneity of resources 
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These were all aspects of the blended approach that resonated with students and peppered 

the various narratives.  

 

The overall tenor of the focus groups was positive, with very few negatives raised. Most 

negative comments arose concerning the face-to-face environment, with large class sizes 

and timetabling issues being most prominent among any dissenting voices.  

 

Overall, students very much appreciated the extra effort necessary from the lecturer to 

ensure a fluid synergy between the online material and the face-to-face classes. Students 

also acknowledged the time commitment required to provide feedback on the databases 

and the fora by the lecturer.  
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6 Discussion, Recommendations and Conclusion  
 
6.1 Introduction 

 
This chapter begins by returning to the genesis of this research, and the current climate in 

higher education which instigated the change in this researcher’s pedagogical practice.  

This is followed by a discussion of the findings from chapters 4 and 5, drawing them 

together with the literature and the rationale for this research to provide a tapestry of 

teaching in a blended learning environment. The chapter is framed by the research 

questions originally posed in chapter one and answered via sub-questions in chapters four 

and five. Appendix 5 illustrates how these questions linked together.  

 

Emerging from these discussions, recommendations are provided for future courses 

taught using a blended approach and the implications this research may have on the other 

stakeholders impacted by it. The penultimate section outlines the limitations of the 

research and the opportunities for further research in this domain. The chapter concludes 

with a personal reflection on how this research journey has influenced me as a 

professional.   

 

 

6.2 Summary of the study 

 
The origins of this research sprang from a desire to provide a more engaging teaching and 

learning environment for my students. The first-year macroeconomics students were used 

as the purposeful sample; however, given the nature of the CoI framework and the 

pedagogical flexibility provided by technology, the findings from this research could be 

adapted to many other disciplines. As mentioned in chapter one, the pedagogical approach 

adopted by teachers is a personal choice and will alter as contexts change; however, this 

research has illustrated to this researcher the flexibility blended learning can provide to 

the teaching and learning space. 

 

As a lecturer for the past twenty-five years, I have seen first-hand how the role of the 

lecturer has changed. The pressures faced by lecturers working in higher education today 

are numerous and range from professional pressures to improve the delivery of lectures 

to administrative pressure to teach larger students’ numbers with diminished resources. 
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As the scholarship of teaching and learning has evolved, lecturers are becoming 

increasingly aware of the impact their pedagogical practice has on students’ motivation 

and critical thinking skills and we are thus constantly seeking ways in which to harness 

the available resources to ensure a quality educational experience for our students.   

 

 This research arose from a question posed by the researcher: 

 

 ‘How can I teach my first-year students so that all students are challenged and facilitated 

in their journey to gain the attributes of graduates: namely deep learners, critical thinkers 

and reflective students?’ 

 

Influenced by the Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework, which seamlessly integrates 

many of the facets proven to be essential in the creation of a vibrant, engaging and 

transformative educational space (Vaughan et al., 2013), the first-year macroeconomics 

module was re-designed to incorporate the three presences of this framework: Teaching 

Presence, Cognitive Presence and Social Presence. In discussing each research question, 

findings from the quantitative and qualitative elements of the research were drawn 

together to create a more complete picture of how the module was perceived by students 

and the impact it had on their approaches to learning. As mentioned previously, Appendix 

5 illustrates how the primary questions were addressed with sub-questions by the 

quantitative and qualitative elements of this research.  

 

The scholarship of teaching and learning is a vast and expanding research space and it 

was therefore necessary to narrow the focus of the research to avoid engaging fleetingly 

with too many related areas. This was difficult and possibly only partially achieved, since 

so many facets of teaching and learning interconnect and impact on each other. For 

example, this entire research could have focused on assessment rather than pedagogy and 

design; however, given the motivation for the research, the timeframe available and the 

institutional constraints on the researcher, the approach taken was deemed the most 

appropriate.  

 

6.3 Discussion of findings 

 
Research question one: When students are taught in a blended learning environment, 

does their approach to learning change? 
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Deep learning is advocated as the objective of educators in HE to ensure students exit 

college with the critical skills necessary to contribute to society (DES, 2011). Smaller 

class sizes would possibly facilitate this via class discussions and almost one-to-one 

dialogue between the lecturer and the students. In very large classes this is more difficult, 

hence the design of the blended module was very important.  

 

This question was answered initially using the SPQ and further analysed using the focus- 

group discussions.  

 

The online learning space was specifically designed to facilitate active learning by 

students within their ZPD. Many educationalists (Boyer, 1990; Chickering and Ehrmann, 

1996; Vaughan and Cloutier, 2017) advocated active learning as a means of promoting 

deep learning among students; hence one would expect that students who actively 

engaged with the online learning space would become deeper learners. This finding did 

evolve from the SPQ where students who reported an increase in a deep approach to 

learning were those who had actively engaged with the online activities. When the class 

was taken as a whole, the mean increase in the DA score was not significant; however, 

once the Accounting and Finance students (Baaf-ft) were excluded, this reversed. This is 

interesting because the Baaf students traditionally come to study the professional 

accountancy examinations and tend to focus on the core subjects needed to complete 

them, of which macroeconomics is not one. This finding feeds into the role motivation 

plays in learning and while the design and the pedagogy can provide the space for students 

to participate actively in their own learning, without motivation, students can still fail to 

engage fully. During the focus groups, the Baaf students did bring up the idea of getting 

grades for attempting the quizzes, which reinforces the quantitative findings. This 

highlights the need to adopt practices depending on the cohort, and ‘a-one- size-fits-all’ 

approach does not address all students’ needs. 

 

While the SPQ quantified students’ approaches to learning, the findings from the focus 

group discussions provided evidence that students found the blended environment 

enhanced their critical analysis, reflective practices and their application of knowledge, 

all attributes of deep learning (Boyer, 1990; Biggs, 1999; Kemmis, 1986; Marton & Saljö, 

1976). Selected quotes here illustrate this and give validity to the approach taken by the 

researcher in designing the module: 
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Instead of just learning from the notes, with the videos, we had to do a little 
bit of extra work and thinking…. our own thinking. (PTBS) 

 

Even now when you watch the news or you see something and you think, yes, 
we did this… you understand it. Where they put it into context, gives us an 
overall view…. ah it makes sense. (PTBS) 

 

We were getting knowledge from different sources so it helps us a lot. (FTBS) 

 

These quotes illustrate that students recognised many of the elements which the 

researcher had sought to integrate into the module design. These elements were 

influenced by variation theory (Trigwell and Prosser, 1991), the Community of Inquiry 

framework (Vaughan et al., 2013) and the work of Kirschner (2009) on working with 

novice learners. Attard et al. (2010) suggested that the objective of student-centred 

learning is to lead students to become autonomous in their learning and to seek knowledge 

for themselves; the focus-group discussions provided evidence that students were 

empowered to seek out extra readings based on the exposure to the online resources. 

 
I enjoyed that the topics were very relevant, very contemporary. We didn’t start with 
Samuelson or really old theory but just what’s relevant and an issue for today. So I 
found it very interesting and I still actually think about all the topics we covered and 
it’s really, I actually started reading a lot about it. (PTS) 

 

As a researcher/teacher, the cacophony of research available on pedagogy could be 

overwhelming. It was therefore interesting that students did recognise the pedagogical 

approach taken with this module and that they appreciated the opportunities afforded to 

them to work at their own pace. Having established that engagement in the online 

activities improved the deep approach to learning adopted by students; question two 

delved deeper into the relationship between engagement online and student motivation. 

 

Research question two  

Can a blended learning environment enhance engagement and motivation to learn among 

first-year undergraduate students? 

 

The motivation in developing this new format was primarily to re-energise the students 

so that they would find learning exciting and become self-motivated to learn more, go 
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beyond the confines of the course outline and feel the joy of ‘learning for learning’s sake’. 

While the research findings cannot provide evidence that this occurred, the Moodle 

analytics clearly showed that the students did engage with the materials outside the 

confines of the 2-hour lecture. Bearing in mind that their engagement was not 

summatively assessed, results illustrated that those activities that aligned with the 

assignments were engaged with more extensively than those that were unaligned. This 

confirms the ‘backwash’ effect identified by Biggs (1987) and Segers et al. (2006), that 

students are motivated to learn that which is assessed. Care was taken in the design of the 

assessments that the learning outcomes dovetailed with the assessment tasks which also 

aligned with the teaching and learning strategy.  

 

The research findings also corroborated the findings of Kember and Leung (1998) and 

Entwistle (2009) that workload impacts on students’ motivation to engage deeply. The 

Moodle analytics showed a decrease in engagement as the term progressed, which 

suggests that students began to focus on examinations towards the second half of semester 

and the ‘extra work’ required to watch videos, write in the database and complete quizzes 

suffered. This was also voiced in class as students neared submission deadlines for other 

subjects, and in the focus-groups, ‘That’s because other subjects were taking over, 

Financial Accounting or something. It wasn’t that we didn’t like it, it was time, but it 

wasn’t that we hated doing it’ (PTS). This can be expected in any environment where 

proctored examinations account for over half the summative assessment grades. The fact 

that macroeconomics was the only module being taught using a blended design could also 

have impacted on engagement. Novice learners need to be socialised into the norms of 

college life and learn best under the careful guidance of their teacher (Kirschner et al., 

2006), therefore the more consistent the pedagogical approach adopted across the 

modules the more easily socialisation will take place. 

 

One of the problems of teaching a large heterogeneous class is the diversity of students’ 

ability within the one teaching forum. A challenge for lecturers has always been how to 

provide a space where students can learn and develop within their ZPD. Motivation stems 

from a challenging environment, but when students are at different stages of development, 

how can the lecturer provide this space? The databases proved very successful as a means 

of allowing students to work within their ZPD, at their own pace and as a reflective space 

where students could think before writing. It is important to remember that these are first- 

year students who often lack confidence in their ability to perform academically. The 
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design of this module facilitated students who wished to work beyond the confines of the 

‘manual’ and those who sought confirmation through the work of others.  

 

Hattie and Timperley (2007), Sadler (1989) and Ramsden (1984) all acknowledged the 

importance of feedback to student learning and student motivation. With large class 

numbers, dissemination of effective feedback can be a challenge; the database platform 

and the quizzes were both cited repeatly by students as very benefical due to the prompt 

feedback and the detailed explanations provided. This resonated with the work of Kluger 

and DeNisi (1996) who found that feedback was most effective when it related to low-

impact assessments. Passey (2017) highlighted the benefits of technology as a means of 

facilitating reflection, a hallmark of deep learning. The databases were particularly 

mentioned in the focus group discussions in the context of allowing students to reflect 

and then write, essentially working within their ZPD. ‘It kind of forced you to do that and 

in a way that was more of an incentive you could understand it more than just pages of 

theory, you’re watching the videos, answering and getting the feedback, where at the end 

of the term when it came to studying for the exam and assignment I found it helpful’. This 

quote resonates with the concept of technology facilitating repeat visits to previously 

prepared work. These factors also align with the findings of Deci and Ryan (1985), that 

feedback, communications and autonomy are factors that contribute to intrinsic 

motivation, a characteristic linked to a deep approach to learning (Biggs, 2009). 

  

In large classes, personalised feedback to individual students on an ongoing basis is not 

a realistic proposition. This is where technology comes into its own. The facility to 

communicate with all students simultaneously increases the efficient running of the 

course and provides signposts through the module so that students can judge their 

progress. It also contributes to a sense of community as illustrated by the quotes below:    

 
Yes you can kind of communicate with other students and see their opinions and 

stuff. (IS) 

 

So the feedback, the quizzes and the databases, they really helped because it made 

you see. Well I am going right. (PTBS) 

 

It was nice when the other girl asked a question and then you replied with a video 

and answer and we could all see that. (PTBS) 
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We were getting knowledge from different sources so it was helping us a lot. (FTBS) 

 

Not all students felt enthusiastic about the online presence. Some felt that it took emphasis 

away from the face-to-face element. This is something that needs addressing as there is a 

tendency for the lecturer to assume that all students are engaged online. Students who did 

not engage admitted that it was lazy of them and that they appreciated the benefits but 

just did not do it.  

 

The researcher’s motivation for conducting this research was primarily to enhance the 

learning journey of students; however, the impact of any initiative is often measured by 

assessing its effect on learning outcomes that can be empirically measured. For this 

reason, question three below addressed whether the blended learning environment led to 

great learning outcomes for the students who engaged versus those that chose not to. The 

researcher is aware that the cause and effect relationship was not clearly established and 

that perhaps those students who were more motivated at the beginning of the course 

engaged more rather than that the activities enhanced their motivation. While 

acknowledging this, the qualitative data suggest that the nature of the activities and the 

immediate feedback the online space afforded did motivate students to return to the 

various tasks a number of times.   

 

Though intrinsic motivation was fostered through the choice of activities and tasks, some 

students also need some extrinsic motivation to commence the journey of discovery. If 

online engagement led to higher grades, then this is something which could add to its 

currency as a pedagogical approach.  

 

Research question three: Did learning outcomes [grades] reflect student engagement 

with the blended learning environment? 

 

The quantitative findings suggested that students who engaged with the online activities 

did better in the continual assessments and in the proctored examinations. Given the 

design of the module this would be expected, as the online activities were designed 

specifically to deepen understanding of the core principles. So while this outcome would 

be expected, the significant difference in mean scores on examinations and assignments 

between those students who engaged and those who did not, reflects the ability of the 



 
 

156 

online platform to enhance understanding and provide a vehicle for students to develop 

as self-directed learners. Findings from the focus group discussion confirmed students’ 

appreciation that a platform was provided whereby they could enhance their own 

understanding, as illustrated by the following quotations:  

 
Seeing what other people think, I thought that was very helpful [this was in relation to the 
databases]. (PTS) 
 
We appreciate that [extra work by the teacher] and if you’re doing a class on something 
else and I have a question, I really can’t ask, he [another student] can give a better question 
and you can give him a better answer. (FTBS) 
 
So the feedback, the quizzes and the databases, they really helped because it made you see, 
well, I am going right or I am going wrong here…. (PTS) 
 

These and other quotations illustrate the added value technology can provide mainly 

as a vehicle to provide targeted feedback which is timely and focused, in line with 

Chickering and Ehrmann (1996) and a safe space where students can experiment and 

learn from others.  

 

6.4 Implications for practice and contribution to knowledge  

The value this research will ultimately bestow is to the students, the lecturers and the 

teaching and learning environment. In my experience, colleagues and I often struggle to 

integrate the scholarship of teaching and learning into the classroom.  

 

Over the years, as noted by Kirschner et al. (2006), various approaches to teaching and 

learning have been put forward as optimum ways of achieving quality outcomes in HE. 

These have ranged from pedagogical approaches where minimal guidence is provided by 

the lecturer in an effort to develop problem solving skills, to approaches where knowledge 

is seen to be learnt best through experiences rather than principles, theories and laws. 

While research has shown that each of these methods has merit, this researcher argues 

that lecturers need to assess the students they have and design a module within a course 

that allows students to build a foundation of knowledge in first-year, consolidate this in 

second-year and prepare for their final year where many of the facets of constructivist 

theory can be fully embraced. Given that much of the learning at college is mediated by 

the lecturer, it is incumbent on us to seek out ways of ensuring our students not only learn 

the theory but develop as learners and exit college with an ability to assess and abstract 

knowledge from multiple contexts.  
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Drawing on the research findings and the literature review, Figure 6-1(next page) 

provides a visual of a proposed framework this researcher feels would allow learners to 

optimise their time at college. Much of the existing research with blended learning and 

the CoI framework has been conducted with small classes which are often pursuing post-

graduate studies (Garrison and Cleveland-Innes, 2005; Rovai and Jordan, 2004). This 

research applied the existing research findings to a large first-year undergraduate class 

and demonstrated that with carefully selected activities students can achieve higher 

learning outcomes when they actively engage online.  
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Figure 6-1 Suggested Model for a blended learning cycle and three-year undergraduate 
programme
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A co-ordinated structure to building a blended curriculum would also impact on other 

stakeholders such as department heads, teaching and learning departments and marketing 

personnel. The Community of Inquiry Framework which underpinned the design and 

development of this research provided an infrastucture which embedded many of the 

facets of good teaching and learning practices. Its ease of application and its flexibility 

mean it could easily adapt to different contexts.  

 
 
6.5 Limitations of this study 

 
There are three limitations of this study: 
 

• Firstly, this study was conducted using one cohort of first-year students attending 

a private third-level college. As these students were not randomly selected from a 

sampling frame of all first-year students, the generalisability of findings is 

compromised. In defence of the approach taken, the research question emerged 

from a desire to improve my own teaching and as such it was appropriate to carry 

out the research in the naturalistic setting with my own class. Given that large  

funded international studies such as PISA have been criticised for their inability 

to make cross-country comparisons that are valid (Cantley, 2018; Leung, 2014) 

this researcher acknowledges this limitation of this study but points out the 

transferability rather than the generalisability of findings.  

 

• Secondly, the design of the research meant that since no control group was used, 

cause and effect relationships remained unconfirmed. This limitation was 

recognised and the researcher was cognisant of the fact that in the absence of a 

control group, bias could seep into the analysis of the data. On reflection it was 

decided that the rich descriptions provided, and the benefits an insider-researcher   

could bring in the form of situated knowledge, out-weighed any perceived bias 

potential.  

 

• Thirdly, the module used to carry out this research adopted a pedagogical 

approach which was not mirrored by other lecturers who taught this group of 
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students; this lack of consistency across modules negated possible synergies 

which could have developed had this not been the case.  

 

 

6.6 Recommendations for further research 

 
The National Forum for the Enhancement of Teaching and Learning in Higher Education 

in Ireland recently published its latest report outlining the importance of professional 

development among lecturers in HE. The forum’s purpose is to ‘assist and empower staff 

in developing, planning and engaging in professional development activities’ (National 

Forum, 2018, p.10). In December 2018, the Irish Minister for State with special 

responsibility for Higher Education allocated €1.65 million in funding for innovative 

teaching and learning projects in higher education. In her address the Minister stated: 

 
The National Forum supports one of our key objectives for the higher education sector, 
to develop a valued and informed teaching and learning culture, with a strong focus 
on providing a quality education for our students, enabling them to fulfil their 
potential. In providing the best quality teaching and learning environment, we are 
helping to shape future generations by developing a system that is more responsive to 
the needs of our economy, society and most importantly the needs of learners. 

(O'Connor, 2018) 

These are just two current examples of how the scholarship of teaching and learning is 

moving centre-stage with recognition of the importance of a teacher’s professional 

development as core to the success of students’ learning. This research provided a 

foundation upon which further research could emerge. Of particular interest to this 

researcher is the opportunity this research has afforded her to expand the remit of this 

design throughout all her first-year modules. The hope is to eventually adopt this 

framework throughout the business faculty through the second and third years. Cowan 

(2013) highlighted the benefits novice teachers gain from being exposed to new teaching 

methods in the naturalistic classroom setting, where a more expert teacher facilitates the 

development of ideas with the novice or less-experienced teacher. This research will 

allow the researcher to extend her knowledge and experience to colleagues in the 

workplace and provide them with practical applications of how to use Moodle to extend 

their classes beyond the confines of the timetable. The hope is that this one-to-one 

tutoring will overcome the reluctance of lecturers to embed technology in the classroom. 
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The business degree is being revalidated in 2019 and it is hoped to develop this research 

to allow for longitudinal research over the three-year cycle, 2020-2023. This would 

provide a more complete picture of the long-term impact blended learning has on student 

outcomes.  

 

6.7 Researcher’s reflections and concluding remarks 

 
One of the consequences of this doctoral research taking much longer than originally 

anticipated has been the ability to reflect on how I have changed as an educator since its 

inception. Despite always being conscientious and aware of the financial sacrifices 

families often make to send their children abroad to study, I felt after 15 years of teaching 

the gloss eroding from my classroom. This research has led to a reinvigoration of my 

pedagogical practice and the learning from this research has been refined upon and 

adapted in all my current modules. Initial fears surrounding technology have been 

alleviated and the benefits of having structured online modules, ready each semester, have 

reduced the workload considerably. Fear rather than inability often stifles creativity and 

this research has illustrated that ‘feel the fear and do it anyway’ often works out. 

 

While my organisation of materials and the running of the class is now smoother, the 

main benefit has been the transformation in the relationship between me and the students 

and among the students themselves. The databases have evolved since this research was 

conducted and more quizzes have been added. Students still complain about the large 

class size and the length of the classes; however, Moodle has allowed us to blend the 

online material into the classes more effectively with each passing year. 

 

While this research was carried out over one semester, its impact is seen each day in the 

classroom. Gradually, a few ‘champions’ of the blended approach are spreading out 

tentacles in the college and more first-year modules now exhibit some blended elements. 

The Community of Inquiry framework used to guide this research has been adopted by 

some fellow-lecturers and has proven easy to adapt and accessible to even the 

technophobes. 

 

The final comments are reserved for my students. In my experience students today are 

motivated and engaged in their work, they appreciate the need for an education but also 

recognise their own input in the learning process. I am a true believer in the role of 
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lecturers to move towards being facilitators of learning by recognising when and where 

to provide the scaffolding needed to create the dynamic and engaging teaching and 

learning space students deserve. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Framework of Qualifications Ireland  
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Appendix 2: TPACK Model 

 
 

 
The TPACK model (Source: Rosenburg and Koehler, 2015, p.446) 
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Appendix 3: SPQ Questionnaire 

 
 
 
This Questionnaire has several questions about your attitudes towards your studies 
and your usual way of studying. 
 
There is no right way of studying. It depends on what suits your own style and the 
course you are studying. It is thus important that you answer each question as 
honestly as you can. If you think your answer to a question would depend on the 
subject being studied, give the answer that would apply when studying economics.  
 
I want to do a similar questionnaire at the end of term. In order to pair these two 
questionnaires, I would like you to have a personal code that will identify you. In 
order to keep your identity secret, I would like you to think up a code which you 
should remember and put on the front of the final questionnaire also.  
 
I think the following should work: 
 
 
Your mother’s maiden name: _________________________________ 
 
The number of children in your family:  _________________________________ 
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 Question This is 
never or 
only 
rarely 
true for 
me 

This is 
sometimes 
true for me 

This is 
true for 
me 
about 
half the 
time 

This is 
frequently 
true for me 

This is 
always or 
almost 
always true 
for me. 

1 I find that at times 
studying gives me 
a feeling of deep 
personal 
satisfaction. 

     

2 I find that I have 
to do enough work 
on a topic so that I 
can form my own 
conclusions before 
I am satisfied. 

     

3 My aim is to pass 
the course while 
doing as little 
work as possible. 

     

4 I only study 
seriously what is 
given out in class 
or in the course 
outlines. 

     

5 I feel that virtually 
any topic can be 
highly interesting 
once I get into it. 

     

6 I find most new 
topics interesting 
and often spend 
extra time trying 
to obtain more 
information about 
them. 

     

7 I do not find my 
course very 
interesting so I 
keep my studying 
to a minimum 

     

8 I learn some 
things by rote, 
going over and 
over them until I 
know them by 
heart even if I do 
not understand 
them 

     

9 I find that 
studying 
economics can at 
times be as 
exciting as a good 
novel or movie. 
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 Question This is 
never or 
only 
rarely 
true for 
me 

This is 
sometimes 
true for me 

This is 
true for 
me 
about 
half the 
time 

This is 
frequently 
true for me 

This is 
always or 
frequently 
true for me. 

10 I test myself on 
important topics 
until I understand 
them completely. 

     

11 I find I can get by 
in most 
assignments by 
learning key 
things off by heart 
rather than trying 
to understand 
them. 

     

12 I generally restrict 
my study to what 
is specifically set 
as I think it is 
unnecessary to do 
anything extra. 

     

13 I work hard at my 
studies because I 
find the material 
interesting. 

     

14 I spend a lot of my 
free time finding 
out more about 
interesting topics 
in economics 
which have been 
discussed in class 

     

15 I find it is not that 
helpful to study 
topics in depth. It 
confuses me and 
wastes time, when 
all you need is a 
basic knowledge 
of topics 

     

16 I think that 
lecturers shouldn’t 
expect students to 
spend significant 
amounts of time 
studying material 
everyone knows 
won’t be 
examined. 

     

17 I come to most 
classes with 
questions in mind 
that I want 
answered. 
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 Question This is 
never or 
only 
rarely 
true for 
me 

This is 
sometimes 
true for me 

This is 
true for 
me 
about 
half the 
time 

This is 
frequently 
true for me 

This is 
always or 
frequently 
true for me. 

18 I make a point of 
looking at most of 
the suggested 
readings that go 
with the lecturers. 

     

19 I see no point in 
learning material 
which is not likely 
to be in the exam 

     

20 I find the best way 
to pass 
examinations is to 
try to remember 
answers to likely 
questions 

     

 
 
Final questions:  
 
Your age: _______________ Your country of birth __________________ 
 
BABS/BAAF/CBS/Exchange 
 

THANK YOU VERY MUCH FOR COMPLETING THIS QUESTIONNAIRE 
I really appreciate your time. 
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Marking scheme for SPQ 
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Appendix 4: Table of variables used in the quantitative analysis 

 
Table of variables and codes 

The following variables were used in the data analysis.  
 
Variable 

number 

Variable name Explanation Code Note 

1 ID Student ID   

2 MO of St Mode of Study 1: BAAFH Fulltime 

2: BAAFH Part time 

3: BABSH Full time 

4: Exchange students  

 

3 Country OO Country of 

origin 

1: Europe 

2: Asia 

3: China 

4: USA 

5: Africa 

 

4 Age Age in years N/A  

5 Gender Male or 

female 

0: Female 

1: Male 

 

6-25 Q1 pre ….Q20 pre These were 

the results of 

the SPQ given 

at the start of 

semester 

1: This item is never or 

only rarely true of me 

2: This item is sometimes 

true of me 

3: This item is true of me 

about half the time 

4: This item is frequently 

true of me 

5: This item is always or 

almost always true of me 

 

26 DA1 Deep 

approach to 

learning 

before term 

started 

The figure is found by 

summing the scores on 

questions 

1,2,5,6,9,10,13,14,17,18 

of the SPQ 

 

27 SA1 Surface 

approach to 

learning 

before term 

started 

The figure is found by 

summing the scores on 

questions 

3,4,7,8,11,12,15,16,19,20 

of the SPQ 

 

28 DM1 Deep Motive 

before term 

started 

The figure is found by 

summing the scores on 

questions 

1,5,9,13,17 of the SPQ 

 

29 DS1 Deep Strategy 

before term 

started 

The figure is found by 

summing the scores on 

questions 

2,6,10,14,18 of the SPQ 

 

30 SM1 Surface 

motive before 

term started 

The figure is found by 

summing the scores on 

questions 
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3,7,11,15,19 of the SPQ 

31 SS1 Surface 

strategy 

before term 

started 

The figure is found by 

summing the scores on 

questions 

4,8,12,16,20of the SPQ 

 

32-51 Q1 post ….Q20 post These were 

the results of 

the SPQ given 

at the start of 

semester 

1: This item is never or 

only rarely true of me 

2: This item is sometimes 

true of me 

3: This item is true of me 

about half the time 

4: This item is frequently 

true of me 

5: This item is always or 

almost always true of me 

 

52 DA 2 Deep 

approach to 

learning at the 

end of term 

The figure is found by 

summing the scores on 

questions 

1,2,5,6,9,10,13,14,17,18 

of the SPQ 

 

53 SA 2 Surface 

approach to 

learning at the 

end of term  

The figure is found by 

summing the scores on 

questions 

3,4,7,8,11,12,15,16,19,20 

of the SPQ 

 

54 DM 2 Deep Motive 

at the end of 

term 

The figure is found by 

summing the scores on 

questions 

1,5,9,13,17 of the SPQ 

 

55 DS 2 Deep Strategy 

at the end of 

term 

The figure is found by 

summing the scores on 

questions 

2,6,10,14,18 of the SPQ 

 

56 SM 2 Surface 

motive at the 

end of term 

The figure is found by 

summing the scores on 

questions 

3,7,11,15,19 of the SPQ 

 

57 SS 2 Surface 

strategy at the 

end of term 

The figure is found by 

summing the scores on 

questions 

4,8,12,16,20of the SPQ 

 

58 Assessment These were 

the grades 

received by 

students on 

their 

summative 

continual 

assessment 

  

59 Exam These were 

the results % 

that students 

received in 
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their final 

exam 

60 Moodleact This 

represents 

Moodle 

activity, the 

higher the % 

the less 

activity, it 

essentially 

highlights 

students who 

have not 

engaged.  

This data measured login 

activity. Specific 

engagements are 

recorded below. 

 

61 Quiz 1 This 

represents the 

score the 

student got on 

quiz 1 

 

The score is out of 10 

 

62 Time done 1 This is a 

matrix to 

gauge when 

students did 

the quiz.  

1: Month 1 

2: Month 2 

3: Month 3 

4: Month 4 

 

63 Quiz 2 This 

represents the 

score the 

student got on 

quiz 2 

 

The score is out of 10 

 

64 Time done 2 This is a 

matrix to 

gauge when 

students did 

the quiz.  

1: Month 1 

2: Month 2 

3: Month 3 

4: Month 4 

 

65 Quiz 3 This 

represents the 

score the 

student got on 

quiz 3 

 

The score is out of 10 

 

66 Time done 3 This is a 

matrix to 

gauge when 

students did 

the quiz  

1: Month 1 

2: Month 2 

3: Month 3 

4: Month 4 

 

67 Quiz 4 This 

represents the 

score the 

student got on 

quiz 4 

 

The score is out of 10 

 

68 Time done 4 This is a 

matrix to 

gauge when 

1: Month 1 

2: Month 2 

3: Month 3 

4: Month 4 
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students did 

the quiz  

69 Quiz 5 This 

represents the 

score the 

student got on 

quiz 5 

 

The score is out of 10 

 

70 Time done 5 This is a 

matrix to 

gauge when 

students did 

the quiz 

1: Month 1 

2: Month 2 

3: Month 3 

4: Month 4 

 

71 Quiz 6 This 

represents the 

score the 

student got on 

quiz 6 

 

The score is out of 10 

 

72 Time done 6 This is a 

matrix to 

gauge when 

students did 

the quiz.  

1: Month 1 

2: Month 2 

3: Month 3 

4: Month 4 

 

73 Quiz 7 This 

represents the 

score the 

student got on 

quiz 7 

 

The score is out of 10 

 

74 Time done 7 This is a 

matrix to 

gauge when 

students did 

the quiz.  

1: Month 1 

2: Month 2 

3: Month 3 

4: Month 4 

 

75 DB1GDP This related to 

a group 

exercise 

where 

students 

wrote in a 

database. This 

one related to 

GDP 

0: No engagement 

1: One post/view 

2: more than one 

engagement 

 

76 DB2BREX This related to 

a group 

exercise 

where 

students 

wrote in a 

database. This 

one related to 

Brexit 

0: No engagement 

1: One post/view 

2: more than one 

engagement 

 

77 DB3 KEY This related to 

a group 

exercise 

0: No engagement 

1: One post/view 
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where 

students 

wrote in a 

database. This 

one related to 

Keynesian 

theory 

2: more than one 

engagement 

78 DB4EXAMQ This related to 

a group 

exercise 

where 

students 

wrote in a 

database. This 

one related to 

sample exam 

questions 

0: No engagement 

1: One post/view 

2: more than one 

engagement 

 

79 FORUMINTROV This related to 

forum 

introductions 

that were 

viewed but 

not posted to 

0: Did not engage 

1: Posted 

 

 

80 FORUMINTROP This related to 

forum 

introductions 

that were 

viewed 

0: Did not engage 

1: Viewed 

 

 

81 GLOSSARY A glossary was 

opened and 

students were 

asked to post 

entries 

0: No post 

1: Posted 

 

82 PDAMINPREDA This is the 

difference 

between the 

gross scores 

before and 

after for Deep 

Approach to 

learning 

Scale   

83 SPQ This identified 

the students 

who 

completed 

both 

questionnaires 

0: Did not complete 

1: Did complete 

 

84 DA increased This identified 

the students 

whose DA 

score 

increased over 

the semester 

1:Increased 

2: Decreased 

3: No change 
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85 Data based eng This identified 

students who 

engaged with 

the database. 

Groups were 

allocated 

during 

tutorials and 

most groups 

identified 

which 

members had 

contributed, in 

the absence of 

this 

information 

the lecturer 

sought out 

this 

information 

1: Did not engage 

2:Engaged with one 

database 

3: Engaged with more 

than one database. 

 

 

Engaged 

implied 

‘wrote 

something’ 

86 SA2minSA1 The change in 

SA scores over 

the semester 

  

87-93 quiz1-7done Students who 

attempted 

quiz 1 

1: Did quiz 

2: Did not do quiz 

 

94 Allquiz Looking at all 

quizzes, this 

variable looks 

at the level of 

engagement 

across all 7.  

1: Did none 

2:Did less than 3 

3: Did more than 3 

 

95-98 DB1-4done This looks at 

the students 

who wrote in 

each database 

0: Did not do any 

database 

1: Did add to database 

 

99 relchangeinDA This looked at 

the relative 

change in DA 

scores over 

the semester 

 Not useful 

100 DAchange This looks at 

whether a 

student’s DA 

score 

increased 

1: Decreased 

2: no change 

3: increased 

 

101 GPA GPA score  This is the combined 

assessment and exam 

grade for each student. 

 

102 changeinSA This identified 

students 

whose SA 

score had 
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increased or 

decreased.  

103 relchangeinSA This looked at 

the relative 

change in SA 

scores over 

the semester 

  

104 SA change This looks at 

whether a 

student’s SA 

score 

increased  

1: Decreased 

2: no change 

3: increased 

 

105 engagequiz This looked at 

engagement 

in quizzes in a 

more global 

sense that 

variable 94 

1: Did none 

2: Engaged  

 

106 DAchange2 This is similar 

to variable 

100 but the 

‘remained the 

same ‘were 

amalgamated 

with the 

increase 

1: Decrease 

2: Increase or stay the 

same 

This 

amalgamation 

was done to 

allow Chi-

squared 

analysis 

107 engagequiz2 This is similar 

to variable 

105 but the 

‘remained the 

same ‘were 

amalgamated 

with the 

increase 

  

108 wroteDB1 This used date 

base 1 as a 

sample  

1: Did not write anything 

2: Answered questions 

posed 

 

109 DA1abovemedian DA 1 score 

was above the 

median score 

1: Above median 

2: Below median 

3: Equalled the median 

 

110 DA2abovemedian DA 2 score 

was above the 

median score 

1: Above median 

2: Below median 

3: Equalled the median 

 

111 FORUMINTROVYN This identified 

students who 

merely viewed 

the 

introductions  

0: Did not view 

1: Viewed 

 

112 Databasedone This looked at 

the database 

engagement 

on aggregate 

to identify 

1: Engaged with at least 

one 

2: Did not engage 
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students who 

had engaged 

in any of them  
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Appendix 5: Linkage between research questions and data collection methods 
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Appendix 6: List of focus group questions and sample focus group transcript. 

 Researcher’s post-focus group comments in red 
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INTERVIEW 1 
 
This was with the exchange students; these students spend only 3 months in Ireland and 
can choose any modules they wish. Some of the students who do choose 
macroeconomics have completed some years of economics back in their own countries, 
others are taking it for the first time.  
 
English language is good overall, all students who committed to joining the focus group 
arrived.  
 
Some text is omitted to adhere to ethical guidelines.  
 

A. We are all here today to answer some questions on the Macro Economics module 

and how the students found it over the last semester. I’m Angela Lincoln and I’m 

just going to go around the table and everyone can introduce themselves, where 

they’re from and maybe what year they’re in. 

I. Hi I’m J, I come from France, my school is in Switzerland in Geneva and I was in 

the course of Macro Economics with Angela and it was for me a pleasure and it was 

for me a pleasure and perfect course. 

A. Thank you. 

I. Hi, I’m E and I come from France. It was interesting for me to learn Macro 

Economics because in France I am studying marketing so it is very different. I could 

understand some things about the course. 

A.   Great, thank you. 

I. Hi, I’m L and I’m from Germany and I am doing a gap year here after school so I 

don’t start my studies yet. 

A. Great, thank you. 

I. My name is H and I am from Geneva. 

I. My name is XXXX and I come from Switzerland in Lausanne. Like my friend J, it 

was good to have you as a lecturer.  You are passionate. 

A. I’m just going to ask you some questions and if you could just hop in and answer, 

everyone doesn’t have to answer everything if they don’t want to.  Just be honest 

because it’s not about establishing whether something worked or anything, it’s just 

to see why things didn’t work is equally important as knowing what did work or 

what you enjoyed. 
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I ran this module this year trying to integrate the lectures with an online presence 

so that when you are finished class you could go and do some extra work online.  

Was that obvious from the year or was that more obvious with Macro Economics 

than other subjects you’re studying?  Did you sense that there was work to be done 

on Moodle, that you could work outside class time?  The class extended beyond the 

two hours, did you feel that? 

I. For me it was the first time a lecturer proposed something online like you propose 

for example.  For the class to share the knowledge that was the first time for me. 

[this is in the context of the databases and the forum posts] 

A. Did you share much of your knowledge with the rest of the class? 

I. Yes, I think this is a good idea, seriously.  But the problem is maybe, not a lot of 

people will do it. 

A. Why do you think that is? 

I. Because we are here and we are not following the courses as we should do.  That’s 

why we are not aware that we should learn. 

A. I suppose even if you didn’t post anything  did enjoy reading other people’s posts. 

I. It could be easier for us to understand the courses.  For example, for me, I don’t 

really understand really the English at the beginning but now we can work on it 

after and we can understand…. 

A. At your own pace? 

I. The question about the assignment was very useful for us because the question for 

example J had also my question it was very useful. this relates to the databases and 

some forum posts made by some students  

A. On the forums? (yes) And what about the quizzes, did you do them? 

I. In the beginning. 

A. In the beginning?  And then did you not enjoy them. 

I. No, they were good, I just lost doing them and forgot to do that.  But they were 

good in the beginning and I will do them for the exams now. [the quiz] 

A. Ok, good.  I suppose as a teacher I did not want to keep hassling students to do the 

quiz because when you do research like this in secondary school, I suppose you’re 

not setting the exam so you say to your students; do this, it’ll be really good to get 



 
 

198 

into college or helping them more, which should be the same in college but because 

the lecturer is also setting the exam there is a bit of a conflict.  Would you prefer if 

I had given you more directions to make sure you do them, or maybe a deadline?  

Were you happy that it was at your own pace? 

I.  We are not child any more you manage it with what you are doing [this was arguing 

that the online materials should be voluntary] 

I. I will try do them more so. 

A. Were there any particular activities on Moodle, the quiz or the forum or the 

databases or maybe the introductions at the beginning that you particularly liked or 

that you remember better? 

I. For me it was surprising because we never do that in France for example.  We are 

in a big classes so we can’t meet each other.  It could be a great idea.[this related to 

the introductions] 

A.  Right, yes, because sometimes in big classes you’re less inclined to do this because 

you might think that people will never meet because there’s so many.  But on the 

other side, if there’s a big class it can be even more helpful.  Did you put up your 

pictures?  I think you all made introductions, the better participating students.  I 

think you did? Put up your pictures? 

I. I made my presentation but I didn’t put up a picture. 

I. I didn’t put up my picture. 

I. I’m too shy. 

A. So, with the quizzes for example, you said you did them.  Did you try them? Or 

have you tried the quizzes? 

I. Not yet.  I will do that for the exam 

A.  Did you find that gave you confidence in your Economics, because sometimes 

quizzes would be seen that they don’t make you think so much, where you just pick 

the right answer because it’s multiple-choice?  But I would feel that even though 

you’re doing them on your own and you could guess it does help you gain 

knowledge.  Would you agree?  Can you give me more of an insight? 

I. Yes, you definitely have to think about the topic again, so yes, it was good. [quiz} 

A. Did you do well in them or were you disappointed. 
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I. It was good. 

A. It was good?  You were happy? 

I. It was a link with the course so sometimes it was so easy to answer because if you 

follow the course you can figure out the quiz. 
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Appendix 7: Copy of assignment 

 
Faculty of Business 

Assignment Title Sheet 
 
Course and Stage: 

 
BABS 1 / BAAF 1/ CBS 

Lecturer  
Subject: Macroeconomics 
Study Mode: Full time x  Part-time x  
Assignment No.: 1 
Assignment Title: 
 

Macroeconomics: Conference Essays 

Please see attached document with information and details of your 
macroeconomics assignment.  
 
You need to write two essays each 1000 words long. Both essays carry equal 
marks. 
 
Font size: 12, line spacing: 1.5, Times Roman or Arial. 
 
Use Harvard Referencing throughout with one reference list at the end. 
 
Original discussion and clear expression of ideas is vital for this assignment.  
 
Examine the marking scheme to ensure you maximise your grade.  
 
This assignment must be submitted through Turnitin and feedback will be 
given using Turnitin also. Late penalties will apply as per faculty guidelines. 

Word count: 2000 words [reference 
list is not included in 
word count] 

 Weighting  40% 

Due date:  2 April 2016 
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READ THE MARKING CRITERIA CLOSELY TO ENSURE YOU UNDERSTAND 
THE ALLOCATION OF MARKS FOR THIS ASSIGNMENT. 
 
 

Scenario and Questions 

 
You have been chosen to represent Ireland and your college at an international economics 

conference where students from all over the world discuss macroeconomic issues. In 

preparation for the conference you must submit brief outlines of your views on various 

topics. Below are the areas you have been asked to consider. Choose any two essays and 

write a 1000-word essay for each of the two you pick. 

 

[Total assignment should be 2000 words  maximum. The reference list is not 

included in the word-count. Condensing your work to 2000 words is a skill so please keep 

to the word count.]  

 

This is the brief you have been given from the conference organisers 

 

Congratulations in being chosen to represent Griffith College at our exciting conference 

for first-year macroeconomics students. Please prepare 1000-word essays on TWO of the 

following topics.  

 

Each essay should include 

 
a. An Introduction  

 
b. The theory 

 
c. An example of how the theory applies to Ireland  
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Essay Titles 

 
1. Is GNP or GDP a better indication of living standards and welfare in Ireland? 

Justify your answer and discuss alternative possible ways of measuring economic 

welfare. Discuss, using examples and class materials. 

2. State the current unemployment rate and inflation rate in Ireland and discuss the 

problems these pose for the Irish government. Discuss, using examples and class 

materials. 

3. What, in your opinion, could a UK exit from the Eurozone have on the Irish 

economy? Discuss, using examples and class materials.  

All the material and help will be provided in class and opportunities for feedback will be 

provided.  

  



 
 

203 

Marking Criteria 

Applies to each essay 
 

Category Description Possible % Actual grade 
Introduction This puts your essay in context, 

it outlines what your essay will 
cover. You have a limited 
word-count so think about what 
you want to say. You cannot 
cover everything, so decide on 
what you wish to address and 
stick to these. 

20  

The theory This should include the theory 
surrounding the area you are 
covering. In question 1 for 
example you would need to 
explain the difference between 
GNP and GDP in general and 
the shortcomings associated 
with these. 

25  

Application to 
Ireland  

Once you have outlined the 
context in the introduction and 
then looked at the theory, you 
now need to apply this to 
Ireland. There is a resources 
section on Moodle where you 
will find website addresses that 
you may find useful.  

25  

Flow of the work How do your essays read, is 
there good use of headings and 
linkage between paragraphs 
within each essay?  

15  

Referencing and 
syntax, spelling etc 

Marks will be awarded for the 
correct use of the Harvard 
Referencing System. You need 
one reference list at the end of 
the assignment.  

15  

Total grade:  
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Appendix 8: Ethical forms  
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 Memorandum 

School of Education 

Queen’s University Belfast 
20 College Green 

Belfast 

BT7 1LN 

Tel  +44 (0) 28 90975923 

Fax +44 (0) 28 90971084 

www.qub.ac.uk 

      

 

 
   To Angela Lincoln 

   From Katrina Lloyd, Chair, Ethics Committee 

   Date 29th April 2016 

   Distribution Supervisor Pamela Cowan 
School of Education Office  
File 
Ethics Approval for Research Proposal “"Stories from Irish Higher Education Writing 
Centres” (submitted 27.3.2015) 

 

   Subject Phase 2 Can student motivation and engagement be enhanced using a Community of 
Inquiry framework? A case study in a first year economics classroom. 

 
The School of Education Ethics Committee has approved your proposed research.  
 
Note that this approval applies only to the procedures outlined in your submission.   
 
Any departure from these must be discussed with your supervisor, and may require additional ethical 
approval.  
 
Note for the supervisor: it is the responsibility of the supervisor to add any research projects involving 
human participants, material or data, to the University’s Human Subjects Database for insurance 
purposes.  (The Human Subjects Database is accessible through QOL under ‘My Research’). 
 
The Committee wishes you every success with your research. 
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Appendix 9: Sample of quiz questions and the students’ view 

 
This is a sample of what the students would see. The first part is the question which has 
been answered as (d). 
 

 
This is the feedback this student would receive when they submit their answer 
 

 
The following sections illustrate how this question was inputted into Moodle.  
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Appendix 10: Screen shots from Moodle 

 
(a)  This is a screen shot of the student’s introduction, which students posted on Moodle 

during the first week. The rationale for this was to create a sense of social 
connectivity and begin the process of creating a community of inquiry. 
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(b) The following is the raw database before student enter their comments. They were 
asked to watch a short video where Joseph Stiglitz discusses the use of GDP as a 
measure of economic growth. 
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The following screen shot is from a database entry. The red type is my feedback. The 
questions are posed by me down the left-hand side of the page.  
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(c)  These screen shots are of some of the responses to a question of the idea of 
‘Helicopter Money’, an idea touted when quantitative easing failed to produce 
desire results.  This was related back to the MPC which we had looked at earlier in 
the module. 
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Appendix 11: The Redesigned Module 
 

Theme 1: Introduction to the macroeconomic environment and core concepts 

This section of the courses sought to familiarise students with the online VLE, Moodle.  
Students were asked to provide a short introduction online via Moodle.  Screen shot (a) 
[Appendix 10] are examples of the content from this part of the course. These examples were 
chosen to illustrate the diversity of students and their varied prior knowledge 

 Concepts 
developed 

In class On line Linkages made in 
tutorials 

Weeks 1-3 1. Key concepts 
such as  

    GDP, GNP, 
inflation, 
unemployment  
and growth were 
introduced. 

2. Readings and 
resources were 
carefully chosen 
to expose 
students to 
different points 
of view and to 
challenge 
prevailing 
orthodoxies 

1. Lecturer 
input via 
PowerPoint. 

2. Whiteboard 
illustrations, 
short You-
tube video 
clips. 

3. Class 
discussion, 
Pair and 
Share 
activities, 
Kahoot style 
quiz 

1. Students were 
asked to watch a 
video of  Joseph 
Stiglitz  on the 
merits and 
demerits of using 
GDP to measure 
growth. 

2. Students were 
given some 
questions to think 
about and asked 
to prepare sample 
answers for the 
next tutorial, they 
were also asked to 
add to the 
database on this 
topic at this stage 

3. Feedback given 
online [in red]  

4. The quizzes were 
opened to all 
students to 
attempt as they 
wished 

1. Students were 
placed in small 
groups in 
tutorials and 
asked to discuss 
their prepared 
answers to the 
questions posed 
on the Stiglitz 
video. 

2.  The concept of 
the databases 
was explained at 
tutorials and the 
groups chose a 
leader to post up 
each group’s 
sample answers 
if they preferred 
to post as a 
group. Feedback 
was provided 
subsequently. 
See screen shot 
(b) Appendix 10 

3. Queries on the 
quiz questions 
were addressed. 

Assignment 
question 1 was also 
linked to the 
materials covered in 
this topic and help 
given to any student 
seeking 
clarification. 
Assignment 
question 1was also 
linked with this 
topic.  
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Theme 2: Keynesian theory and its contribution to economic thought 

This phase of the course delved into the main school of economic thought and introduced 
students to Keynesian theory and fiscal policy. Traditionally students can find this topic 
difficult and previous reflections by the researcher revealed that often students cannot relate 
the concepts to their lives. Concepts such as marginal propensity to consume, the multiplier 
and their applications to an open economy are cited by students as difficult areas. Assignment 
question 2 linked with this topic. 

 Concepts 
developed 

In class On line Linkages 

Weeks 4-7 

 

 

1. The circular 
flow of income. 

2. Fiscal policy and 
the contribution 
of J.M Keynes 
to the current 
discourse was 
explained. 

3. Diagrams, 
mathematical 
and narrative 
approaches were 
used 

1. Lecturer input 
via Power-
point slides 

2. Newspaper 
articles were 
used to 
contextualise 
the material. 

3.  International 
examples 
discussed. 

4. Students were 
asked to 
hypothesise 
how they 
would spend a 
windfall of 
€1000 to help 
explain MPC, 
MPS etc 

1. Students were 
asked to watch a 
video of eminent 
economist Paul 
Krugman on 
policy; the pros 
and cons of 
austerity 
economics with 
leading British 
economists. 

2.  Students were 
then asked to 
contribute to 
database 2 and 
tutor feedback 
was given 
provided.  See 
section (b) 
appendix 10 

3. The second quiz 
was posted 

1. In tutorials 
student 
contributions to 
the databases 
were discussed 
and additional 
feedback was 
provided by the 
lecturer with 
students also 
voicing their 
opinions. 

2. Students were 
encouraged to 
post links to 
interesting 
articles online 
and also asked to 
state how they 
would spend 
€1000. See 
appendix 10 (c) 
for sample 
answers 

3. Ongoing online 
forum posts from 
lecturer to 
students 
answering 
queries and 
encouraging 
discourse. 
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Theme 3: Exchange rates, monetary policy and international banking and trade 
theory 

The final theme introduced international trade theory, exchange rate theory and the 
globalisation of economics to students. This linked back to the circular flow model and 
highlighted the interconnectivity between the various element of the economy. 

 Concepts 
developed 

In class On line Linkages 

Weeks 8-
12 

 

 

1. The openness of 
the Irish 
economy and the 
impact of a 
possible Brexit 
was particularly 
topical at this 
time.  

2. Globalisation of 
money markets. 

3. International 
trade theory and 
exchange rate 
determination 

1. Domain 
knowledge 
provided via 
power-point 
slides, 
newspaper 
articles and 
discussion of 
topical events. 
Students 
experiences with 
exchange rate 
changed 
explored. 

2. Contextualizing 
the concepts of 
fixed V floating 
exchange rates. 

3.  Developed 
models of 
exchange-rates   
and interest 
rates.  

4. The law of 
comparative 
advantage and 
trade theory was 
also covered in 
this topic by the 
lecturer. 
 

1. Videos on 
exchange rates 
and world trade  
were posted 
which 
specifically 
addressed the 
impact exchange 
rate fluctuations 
have on trade and 
economic 
growth.   

2. Complementary 
articles were also 
posted online and 
links to 
interesting web-
sites provided 

3. Students were 
then asked to 
post to database. 

4. The quizzes were 
posted and 
students 
encouraged to 
attempt these 

1. In tutorials and 
online we 
discussed the 
impending 
Brexit vote and 
the impact such 
a change would 
have on the UK 
and Irish 
economy. 

2. Students were 
asked to bring 
to tutorials 
details of the 
exchange rates 
in their own 
countries vis-a- 
vis the euro and 
discussions on 
how fluctuating 
rates impact 
their fees etc 
were 
discussed.. 
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Appendix 12: Initial coding for category 1.  

The subsequent matrix formation is in the document in section 
 

Q. 

I ran the macroeconomics class this year integrating the in-class material and the online platform, Moodle. How 

did you find this? 

Focus group 1: Exchange students. Normal typeset 
For me it was the first time a lecturer proposed something online like your proposal for example.  

For the class to share the knowledge that was the first time for me. 

It could be easier for us to understand the courses[ using online]  For example for me, I don’t really understand 

really the English at the beginning but now we can work on it after and we can understand…. 

You propose something different; the quiz, the exercise,  

We respond the question on Sunday sometimes.   

We have respect for that because our teacher in Switzerland is not like that. 

It was good to have you as a lecturer. You are passionate. 

The question about the assignment was very useful for us because the question for example J had also my question 

it was very useful. 

For me it was surprising because we never do that in France for example. We are in big classes so we can meet 

each other. It could be a great idea. 

I think there are too much people in the class so we can see who write the introduction and it could be strange to 

go and speak with the people, but it could be a good way to share information with people. 

Focus group 2: Full time Asian students. Bold typeset 
If they were having any problem, there were asking you and you were giving feedback to everyone so that 

was good. 

Yes. Some people, they have a problem but they don’t ask, but when the same guy is having the same 

problem as me, I read the answer so it’s helpful. 

For myself I didn’t understand what’s being said in the lecture so I took all the knowledge from the videos 

and articles on Moodle.   

This was the first time I was studying economics so I was pretty blank. I was into Sciences; this was my 

first time looking at something alone. 

Yes. On the video (my homemade videos) it’s like it’s you and me so it’s really easy to concentrate. 

We got feedback from every writing we did and posted. 

We were getting knowledge from different sources so it was helping us a lot 

The articles were pretty boring but the videos were helpful. 

but it gets boring after about 20 or 30 you just ignore it. [introductions] 

What about the problem I had I used to mail you and I got the feedback the very next day. 

Where if it’s in the class you have to wait when it will get quiet to ask. 

Plus when sending an email you will think over it. And if you’re doing a class on something else and I have 

a question, I really can’t ask.  He can give you a better question and you can give him a better answer. 
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Focus group 3: Student interview Underline typeset 

I think it got me more interested in the stuff that was going on in the world at the time than studying it.  

It got me more interested in the subject. 

I think that is more motivational because I think I was just more interested in what was going on in the subject 

that I am in Micro. 

You can kind of communicate with other students and see their opinions and stuff like that. 

Especially when working on the assignment to see what other people are thinking about, like if I was in the right 

mind-set. 

Everyone introducing themselves, yes, I think so, it’s more of a quiet group to begin with so it’s nice when you 

see them online you have a better chance, like I already know that person. 

I just enjoyed the videos and how relevant it was. 

Working in groups was useful. 

Focus group 4: Part time students. Italic typeset 
I really enjoyed the way learning resources were accessible so I could write the answer or go through the 

materials while on the way to work.  

I could basically just access any time and just do whatever I didn’t have time to do before. 

Yes very interactive and easy to keep up with. 

I did, I’m sure I enjoyed that the topics were very relevant, very contemporary.   

We didn’t start with Samuelson or really old theory but just what’s relevant and an issue for today.   

So I found it very interesting and I still actually think about all the topics we covered and it’s really, I actually 

started reading a lot about it. 

I did actually get more out of the syllabus 

In the first semester I was just starting to get my head around whatever basic concepts, whatever ideas you have 

in your head, you had to think about it from the economic perspective and I couldn’t get it and I think I was 

shocking but the second semester was really good. It was helpful. 

I think also the feedback that you gave and even seeing what other people think, I thought that was helpful as 

well.   

Even seeing how other people would practice writing, you said you don’t like writing. I do but at the same time 

am I any good at it but whatever I will do some mumbo jumbo there. It actually gives you some kind of idea, like 

window shopping and that’s  

That was good getting to know each other 

Because it was work outside of class, not a lot but a lot more than if I didn’t have to do it.   

I said she loves this subject; I want to fall in love with it.  

Our class, we have a text group that’s separate from Moodle where if there’s questions, that’s where they tend to 

be asked. I think sometimes people are a little bit shy in asking the lecturer where they’re looking whereas texting 

in a group it’s away from college. It is true, even though it’s anonymous and it’s online and you know no one’s 

going to judge you, people are still feeling that the lecturer is looking sometimes. Where we will text each other 

questions quite regularly. [ discussing introductions and forum posts] 
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Appendix 13: Development of themes relating to pedagogical practices [Category 2] 
 

Students perception of the various activities and pedagogical approach taken in this module. The 

main focus was on the quizzes, 7 in total and the databases, 4 in total which dovetailed the course 

face-to-face classes and the continuous assessment for this module.  

Q.  

Were there any particular activities or aspects of the course that you found particularly helpful? 

 

Focus group 1: Exchange students. Normal typeset 

The quizzes 

They were good, the quizzes I just lost doing that and forgot to do them.   

But they were good in the beginning and I will do them for the exams now. 

You definitely have to think about the topic again, so yes, it was good [quiz]. 

It was a link with the course so sometimes it was so easy to answer because if you follow the course 

you can figure out the quiz. 

  

I appreciate the tutorial, we practice and do again the exercise, because we can assimilate easier I 

think. 

The question about the assignment was very useful for us because the question for example J had also 

my question it was very useful 

 

Focus group 2: Full time Asian students. Bold typeset 

We were getting knowledge from different sources so it was helping us a lot 

If they were having any problem, there were asking you and you were giving feedback 

to everyone so that was good. (the database) 

I did the quizzes, yes for the exam, yes 

We appreciate that. (looking at data from different angles, being challenged) 

Sometimes we don’t really don’t need to read every page but you know the important 

parts from the multiple-choice questions. [this was said in the context of using the quiz 

to isolate the important aspects not from a cramming point of view] 

I only do those quizzes as a revision for the exam. 

The assignment helped, we got a lot of information from the assignments 

That’s what we studied for the exam [the databases with feedback] 

But for Macro, you can’t learn everything in one day or one night no matter how much 

you read, you have to understand it 

For studying Macro Economics, after studying Macro Economics, I had a sense of 

Brexit, and 
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 to tell the people what’s going on at the moment. {Brexit video} 

In the videos you upload I only find them in Macro in Moodle so they help a lot for 

exchange rate and connecting ideas 

Yes, it was good, that’s more like it in excess of 5 minutes video it’s very long.  It’s 

better than sitting in the class for an hour to learn the same thing. 

Yes, we got feedback from every writing we did and posted. {database] 

We worked more on the Moodle than the class I guess,  

for me it was a lifesaver 

What about the problem I had I used to mail you and I got the feedback the very next 

day. 

The helicopter , That idea about when we spend money, if we’re getting free money, what 

would we [would spend it on for MPC] 

If it has not been interactive a lot of student would have failed in Macro 

Where if it’s in the class you have to wait when it will get quiet to ask. (asking questions) 

Plus when sending an email you will think over it.   

And if you’re doing a class on something else and I have a question, I really can’t ask.  

He can give you a better question and you can give him a better answer. 

Honestly for myself as well I didn’t use the databases.  I was using the videos and the 

quizzes.  The videos were more of a help. 

It’s better than sitting in the class for an hour to learn the same thing. [video] 

Students did agree that the interactive aspect did make them think about economics more  

Focus group 3: Student interview Underline typeset 

Yes, you can kind of communicate with other students and see their opinions and stuff like 

that. 

A. Ok, and did you find that useful? 

Yes, especially when working on the assignment to see what other people are thinking about, 

like if I was in the right mind-set. The discussion boards. 

I think when I was studying for the actual exam, they were really helpful.  I didn’t use them as 

much as I should have during the course [the quizzes] 

I watched that a few times because I thought it was more interesting.  I enjoyed hearing his 

opinion on economics, It’s kind of different than most people’s I think {Krugman video} 

Especially with Brexit going on right now I can actually discuss it with my family, which I 

wouldn’t have been able to do before the course. 

I felt like I had definitely had more connection with other students being able to figure out what 

other people are thinking because sometimes when you’re studying I don’t know if I’m 

understanding it completely.[social interaction databases and forum] 
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I just enjoyed the videos and how relative it was 

 

Focus group 4: Part time students. Italic typeset 

because when you look back when you’re doing the assignment it helped. [database] 

very interactive and easy to keep up with. 

Even seeing how other people would practise writing 

I found them very helpful in particular (databases), at the time you’re kind of thinking ah do I 

have to this but then you look back, like every semester you go in saying I’m going to study 

week on week and study and do it all over.  It kind of forced you to do that and in a way that 

was more of an incentive  you could understand it more than just pages of theory, you’re 

watching the videos, getting the feedback, where at the end of the term when it came to 

studying for the exam and assignment I found it helpful.  

 Because I understood it more.  Now I think I would hold on to some of the information more 

than some other subjects because it made you think about it more and maybe part of that is 

because there are so many economic things going on. Do you know what I mean? 

Instead of just learning from the notes, with the videos, we had to do a little bit of extra work 

and thinking, than our notes, our own thinking, so it did help with the exam. 

It made it easier.   It allowed you to think more so it was good. Whether or not I want to study 

it further I don’t really know. I did enjoy it towards the end though but that was because of 

seeing all the extra stuff, other people’s opinions and putting it all together.   

It made you think more I think that’s the thing  

 Sometimes when you’re just reading notes, it just makes you engage in it more and then it 

does go in easier into your head than just reading notes.   

They do say that people are more visual, so you pick up things more than just notes. [the 

videos on countervailing viewpoints , Stiglitz 

It worked, I think it worked {the material made us think more} 

Even now when you watch the news or you see something and you think, yes we did this, you 

understand it.   Where they put it into context, gives us an overall view in theory but when 

they put it into context you’re like oh, that makes sense. [videos] 

The quizzes were brilliant every week. The feedback as well.  Brilliant.  Some of the other 

courses they have the past exams on Moodle but no answers, so you’re kind of going in 

blindly answering things that you’ve studied but not knowing if that’s even a little bit right. 

 So the feedback The quizzes and the databases, they really helped because it made you see 

well, I am going right, or I’ going wrong here I need to steer it, so you get more out of what 

you’re learning.  If you didn’t get feedback you probably wouldn’t bother 

And then in the database we’d give our opinion and you’d do your little writing [in red] 
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I love the quiz, They’re short and snappy and you get your answers. Some tricky ones in there 

as well. 

 
It was nice when the other girl asked a question and then you replied with a video and 

answer and we could all see that.  

 I didn’t maybe have a chance to ask and go through.  Even when the lectures are over we 

can all still communicate in that way 

Let’s say the fact in economics, I didn’t get it, I didn’t get many of the concepts, because I 

couldn’t relate to them but once you put the videos on then you start to think and it’s like 

what you say the visual thing you are like, it gives you some kind of more. 

And you can re-play it if you didn’t get it the first time. 

Table 5.2a Students’ reflections on pedagogy 

 
Reflective practice  

Feedback   

Reinforcement of ideas  

Accessibility /Flexibility of learning  

Teaching Presence  

Revision tool  

Cotemporary content  

Enhanced understanding  

Condensed content  

Table 5.2 b Colour code key: Students’ reflection on pedagogy 

 

Following through engagement with the transcripts and re-listening to the audio 

recording, in conjunction with critical friends, the categories were agreed (see table 5.2b 

for colour codes) and the interim matrix prepared. Table 5.2b was created, by grouping 

the text pertaining to each category together, in separate columns. This process allows for 

further emersion in the data and facilitated the identification of final themes. 
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Reflective practice Feedback Reinforcement of content Accessibility 
/flexibility of 
learning 

Revision tool Contemporary 
content 

Enhanced 
understanding 

Condensed content  

        
You definitely have to think 
about the topic again, so yes, 
it was good [quiz]. 
Plus, when sending an 
email, you will think over it.   
I watched that a few times 
because I thought it was more 
interesting.  I enjoyed hearing 
his opinion on economics, It’s 
kind of different than most 
people’s I think {Krugman 
video} 
because when you look back 
when you’re doing the 
assignment it 
helped.[database] 
Because I understood it more.  
Now I think I would hold on 
to some of the information 
more than some other 
subjects because it made you 
think about it more and 
maybe part of that is because 
there are so many economic 
things going on. Do you know 
what I mean? 
We appreciate that. (looking 
at data from) different 
angles, being challenged 
Instead of just learning from 
the notes, with the videos, we 
had to do a little bit of extra 
work and thinking, than our 

The question about the 
assignment was very 
useful for us because the 
question for example J 
had also my question it 
was very useful 
And if you’re doing a 
class on something else 
and I have a question, I 
really can’t ask.  He 
can give you a better 
question and you can 
give him a better 
answer. 
If they were having 
any problem, there 
were asking you and 
you were giving 
feedback to everyone 
so that was good. (the 
database) 
Yes, we got feedback 
from every writing we 
did and posted. 
{database] 
What about the 
problem I had I used 
to mail you and I got 
the feedback the very 
next day. 
I found them very 
helpful in particular 
(databases), at the time 
you’re kind of thinking 
ah do I have to this but 

It was a link with the course 
so sometimes it was so easy 
to answer because if you 
follow the course you can 
figure out the quiz. 
I appreciate the tutorial, we 
practice and do again the 
exercise, because we can 
assimilate easier I think 
Yes, you can kind of 
communicate with other 
students and see their 
opinions and stuff like that. 
We were getting knowledge 
from different sources so it 
was helping us a lot 
Honestly for myself as 
well I didn’t use the 
databases.  I was using the 
videos and the quizzes.  
The videos were more of a 
help. 
Yes, especially when 
working on the assignment 
to see what other people are 
thinking about, like if I was 
in the right mind-set. The 
discussion boards. 
I felt like I had definitely 
had more connection with 
other students being able to 
figure out what other 
people are thinking because 
sometimes when you’re 
studying I don’t know if 

We worked more 
on the Moodle 
than the class I 
guess,  
for me it was a 
lifesaver 
Where if it’s in 
the class you have 
to wait when it 
will get quiet to 
ask. (asking 
questions) 
very interactive 
and easy to keep 
up with. 
They do say that 
people are more 
visual, so you pick 
up things more 
than just notes. 
[the videos on 
countervailing 
viewpoints , 
Stiglitz] 
I didn’t maybe 
have a chance to 
ask and go 
through.  Even 
when the lectures 
are over we can all 
still communicate 
in that way 
 

You definitely 
have to think 
about the topic 
again, so yes, it 
was good 
[quiz]. 
I did the 
quizzes, yes for 
the exam, yes 
I only do those 
quizzes as a 
revision for the 
exam. 
I think when I 
was studying for 
the actual exam, 
they were really 
helpful.  I didn’t 
use them as 
much as I 
should have 
during the 
course [the 
quizzes] 
where at the end 
of the term 
when it came to 
studying for the 
exam and 
assignment I 
found it helpful.  
 
 

For studying 
Macro Economics, 
after studying 
Macro Economics,  
I had a sense of 
Brexit, and  to tell 
the people what’s 
going on at the 
moment. {Brexit 
video} 
Especially with 
Brexit going on 
right now I can 
actually discuss it 
with my family, 
which I wouldn’t 
have been able to do 
before the course. 
just enjoyed the 
videos and how 
relative it was 

We were getting 
knowledge from 
different sources 
so it was helping 
us a lot 
The assignment 
helped, we got a 
lot of 
information from 
the assignments 
In the videos you 
upload I only 
find them in 
Macro in Moodle 
so they help a lot 
for exchange rate 
and connecting 
ideas 
The helicopter , 
That idea about 
when we spend 
money, if we’re 
getting free 
money, what 
would we [would 
spend it on for 
MPC] 
I love the quiz, 
They’re short and 
snappy and you 
get your answers. 
Some tricky ones 
in there as well. 
It was nice when 
the other girl 

Sometimes we 
don’t really don’t 
need to read every 
page but you know 
the important parts 
from the multiple-
choice questions. 
[this was said in the 
context of using the 
quiz to isolate the 
important aspects 
not from a 
cramming point of 
view] 
Yes, it was good, 
that’s more like it 
in excess of 5 
minutes video it’s 
very long.  It’s 
better than sitting 
in the class for an 
hour to learn the 
same thing. 
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notes, our own thinking, so it 
did help with the exam. 
It made it easier.   It allowed 
you to think more so it was 
good. Whether or not I want 
to study it further I don’t 
really know 
It made you think more I think 
that’s the thing 
It worked, I think it worked 
{the material made us think 
more} 
Even now when you watch the 
news or you see something 
and you think, yes, we did 
this, you understand it.   
Where they put it into context, 
gives us an overall view in 
theory but when they put it 
into context, you’re like oh, 
that makes sense. [videos] 
Let’s say the fact in 
economics, I didn’t get it, I 
didn’t get many of the 
concepts, because I couldn’t 
relate to them but once you 
put the videos on then you 
start to think and it’s like 
what you say the visual thing 
you are like, it gives you some 
kind of more. 

then you look back, like 
every semester you go in 
saying I’m going to 
study week on week and 
study and do it all over.  
It kind of forced you to 
do that and in a way that 
was more of an incentive 
you could understand it 
more than just pages of 
theory, you’re watching 
the videos, getting the 
feedback 
So the feedback The 
quizzes and the 
databases, they really 
helped because it made 
you see well, I am going 
right, or I’ going wrong 
here I need to steer it, so 
you get more out of what 
you’re learning.  If you 
didn’t get feedback you 
probably wouldn’t 
bother 
And then in the database 
we’d give our opinion 
and you’d do your little 
writing [in red] 
 

I’m understanding it 
completely.[social 
interaction databases and 
forum] 
I did enjoy it towards the 
end though but that was 
because of seeing all the 
extra stuff, other people’s 
opinions and putting it all 
together.   
Sometimes when you’re just 
reading notes, it just makes 
you engage in it more and 
then it does go in easier 
into your head than just 
reading notes.   
The quizzes were brilliant 
every week. The feedback 
as well.  Brilliant.  Some of 
the other courses they have 
the past exams on Moodle 
but no answers, so you’re 
kind of going in blindly 
answering things that 
you’ve studied but not 
knowing if that’s even a 
little bit right. 
And you can re-play it if 
you didn’t get it the first 
time. 
 

asked a question 
and then you 
replied with a 
video and answer 
and we could all 
see that.  
If it has not been 
interactive a lot 
of student would 
have failed in 
Macro 
 

Table 5.2c Interim matrix Students’ reflections on pedagogy
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The interim matrix consisted of nine categories, upon further reflection and listening to the taped focus groups again, these nine categories distilled down 
to six themes. These themes encapsulated the essence of the students’ reflections of the pedagogical approach adapted. 
Deep Learning 
Reflection and enhanced 
understanding 

Teaching Presence 
Feedback and teaching 
presence 

Revision Tool 
Condensed content and 
revision tool 

Confidence building 
Reinforcement of content 

Relevance of material 
Contemporary Content 

Accessibility /flexibility 
of learning 

You definitely have to think 
about the topic again, so yes, it 
was good [quiz]. 
Plus when sending an email 
you will think over it.   
I watched that a few times 
because I thought it was more 
interesting.  I enjoyed hearing his 
opinion on economics, It’s kind 
of different than most people’s I 
think {Krugman video} 
because when you look back 
when you’re doing the 
assignment it helped.[database] 
Because I understood it more.  
Now I think I would hold on to 
some of the information more 
than some other subjects because 
it made you think about it more 
and maybe part of that is because 
there are so many economic 
things going on. Do you know 
what I mean? 
Instead of just learning from the 
notes, with the videos, we had to 
do a little bit of extra work and 
thinking, than our notes, our own 
thinking, so it did help with the 
exam. 
It made it easier.   It allowed you 
to think more so it was good. 
Whether or not I want to study it 
further I don’t really know 
It made you think more I think 
that’s the thing 

If they were having any 
problem, there were asking 
you and you were giving 
feedback to everyone so that 
was good. (the database) 
Yes, we got feedback from 
every writing we did and 
posted. {database] 
What about the problem I 
had I used to mail you and I 
got the feedback the very next 
day. 
I found them very helpful in 
particular (databases), at the 
time you’re kind of thinking ah 
do I have to this but then you 
look back, like every semester 
you go in saying I’m going to 
study week on week and study 
and do it all over.  It kind of 
forced you to do that and in a 
way that was more of an 
incentive you could understand 
it more than just pages of 
theory, you’re watching the 
videos, getting the feedback 
The question about the 
assignment was very useful for 
us because the question for 
example J had also my question 
it was very useful 
We appreciate that. (extra 
work by teachers) 
And if you’re doing a class on 
something else and I have a 

You definitely have to think 
about the topic again, so yes, 
it was good [quiz]. 
I did the quizzes, yes for the 
exam, yes 
I only do those quizzes as a 
revision for the exam. 
If it has not been interactive 
a lot of student would have 
failed in Macro 
I think when I was studying 
for the actual exam, they were 
really helpful.  I didn’t use 
them as much as I should 
have during the course [the 
quizzes] 
where at the end of the term 
when it came to studying for 
the exam and assignment I 
found it helpful.  
Sometimes we don’t really 
don’t need to read every 
pages but you know the 
important parts from the 
multiple-choice questions. 
[this was said in the context 
of using the quiz to isolate 
the important aspects not 
from a cramming point of 
view] 
That’s what we studied for 
the exam [the databases 
with feedback] 
Yes, it was good, that’s 
more like it in excess of 5 

It was a link with the course so 
sometimes it was so easy to 
answer because if you follow 
the course you can figure out 
the quiz. 
I appreciate the tutorial, we 
practice and do again the 
exercise, because we can 
assimilate easier I think 
We were getting knowledge 
from different sources so it was 
helping us a lot 
Honestly for myself as well I 
didn’t use the databases.  I 
was using the videos and the 
quizzes.  The videos were 
more of a help. 
Yes, especially when working 
on the assignment to see what 
other people are thinking about, 
like if I was in the right mind-
set. The discussion boards. 
I felt like I had definitely had 
more connection with other 
students being able to figure out 
what other people are thinking 
because sometimes when you’re 
studying I don’t know if I’m 
understanding it 
completely.[social interaction 
databases and forum] 
Sometimes when you’re just 
reading notes, it just makes you 
engage in it more and then it 

For studying Macro 
Economics, after studying 
Macro Economics, I had a 
sense of Brexit, and 
 to tell the people what’s going 
on at the moment. {Brexit 
video} 
Especially with Brexit going on 
right now I can actually discuss 
it with my family, which I 
wouldn’t have been able to do 
before the course. 
just enjoyed the videos and how 
relative it was 

We worked more on the 
Moodle than the class I 
guess,  
for me it was a lifesaver 
Where if it’s in the class 
you have to wait when it 
will get quiet to ask. 
(asking questions) 
very interactive and easy to 
keep up with. 
They do say that people are 
more visual, so you pick up 
things more than just notes. 
[the videos on 
countervailing viewpoints, 
Stiglitz 
I didn’t maybe have a 
chance to ask and go 
through.  Even when the 
lectures are over, we can all 
still communicate in that 
way 
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It worked, I think it worked {the 
material made us think more} 
Even now when you watch the 
news or you see something and 
you think, yes we did this, you 
understand it.   Where they put it 
into context, gives us an overall 
view in theory but when they put 
it into context you’re like oh, that 
makes sense. [videos] 
Let’s say the fact in economics, I 
didn’t get it, I didn’t get many of 
the concepts, because I couldn’t 
relate to them but once you put 
the videos on then you start to 
think and it’s like what you say 
the visual thing you are like, it 
gives you some kind of more. 
We were getting knowledge 
from different sources so it was 
helping us a lot 
The assignment helped, we got 
a lot of information from the 
assignments 
In the videos you upload I only 
find them in Macro in Moodle 
so they help a lot for exchange 
rate and connecting ideas 
I love the quiz, They’re short and 
snappy and you get your 
answers. Some tricky ones in 
there as well 

question, I really can’t ask.  
He can give you a better 
question and you can give him 
a better answer. 
Yes, you can kind of 
communicate with other 
students and see their opinions 
and stuff like that. 
Even seeing how other people 
would practise writing 
. I did enjoy it towards the end 
though but that was because of 
seeing all the extra stuff, other 
people’s opinions and putting it 
all together.   
So the feedback The quizzes and 
the databases, they really 
helped because it made you see 
well, I am going right, or I’ 
going wrong here I need to 
steer it, so you get more out of 
what you’re learning.  If you 
didn’t get feedback you 
probably wouldn’t bother 
And then in the database we’d 
give our opinion and you’d do 
your little writing [in red] 
It was nice when the other girl 
asked a question and then you 
replied with a video and answer 
and we could all see that.  
 

minutes video it’s very long.  
It’s better than sitting in the 
class for an hour to learn 
the same thing. 
It’s better than sitting in the 
class for an hour to learn 
the same thing. [video] 

does go in easier into your head 
than just reading notes.   
The quizzes were brilliant every 
week. The feedback as well.  
Brilliant.  Some of the other 
courses they have the past 
exams on Moodle but no 
answers, so you’re kind of 
going in blindly answering 
things that you’ve studied but 
not knowing if that’s even a 
little bit right. 
And you can re-play it if you 
didn’t get it the first time. 
We were getting knowledge 
from different sources so it 
was helping us a lot 
The assignment helped, we 
got a lot of information from 
the assignments 
In the videos you upload I 
only find them in Macro in 
Moodle so they help a lot for 
exchange rate and connecting 
ideas 
I love the quiz, They’re short 
and snappy and you get your 
answers. Some tricky ones in 
there as well. 

Thematic Matrix Students’ reflections on pedagogical approach adopted 
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Appendix 14: Development of themes relating to changes students would suggest for 

future iterations 

 

This category addresses any changes students feel would enhance the module for 
subsequent years.  
 

Focus group 1: Exchange students. Normal typeset 
 
I might be a good idea to fill out the questionnaire [quiz] in the class because after class I 

don’t do it.  But that’s my opinion.  

In the tutorial might be a good idea. 
 
I think there are just people who don’t really like to say their opinion and people who would 
do it.  I think if you force them they would do it but 
Yes, forcing if you offer the 10% mark if we share in the forum.(others disagreed with this at 
the focus group) 
I think this is a good idea, seriously.  But the problem is maybe, not a lot people will do it , 

[Online material] 

  Once again, this is my opinion, to watch the video and to understand really carefully what it 

was speaking about, but then sharing opinion, it’s not that long a time for that but  

…..I’m lazy maybe but that’s a good idea but I don’t do it. It is a good idea but I don’t do it, I 

feel ashamed 

Because like your son and friends (lazy) we are here and we are not following the courses as 

we should do.  That’s why we are not aware that we should learn. 

 
Focus group 2: Full time Business and finance students. Bold typeset 
 
If it’s a class like [focus group size] this it’s really easy to teach but if it’s a huge class, 
the class is not interactive at all, some people are busy. 
We can do it together in class [the quiz] 
The book [manual] should be more illustrated.   
When it’s a small class I think it’s good, it works better. 
Teaching a small group 
If there’s a large class you need to make the class more interactive, like everyone, not 
just a section.  A lot more input from people who are sitting behind. 
Most difficult thing in my case studying Macro Economics, I came from a school where 
the maximum time of a lecture was 40 minutes but when I came to this college it was 
about 2-3 hours, I was not able to sit for that time. 
A good idea [allocating marks for quiz].  At least everyone will at least try to take part 
in this.  They will study for the quiz.  Because some people will be like A, B, C, D. 
Like if you’re trying to teach us something, you can focus on what you’re saying for 
like30-40 minutes and then we’ll get bored. 
Yes, it was good, that’s more like it, in excess of 5 minutes video it’s very long.  It’s 
better than sitting in the class for an hour to learn the same thing. {do more of these} 
It’s a huge class will this class come to an end because sitting in one class for 2 hours,  



 
 

228 

I came to college, to every class but it bored me.  The first minute I came to the class I 
used to be like when will this class come to an end because sitting in one class for 2 
hours, it was the first time in my life so pretty hard for me. 
Macroeconomics I think you should start the day with economics when you’re fresh 
 
But if you work in group it makes it more competitive, because if you’re one person you 
don’t care. It was 10 or 12 small groups it would be more competitive. 
Interview 3: Student interview: Underline typeset 
 
Maybe, because I think people turn up more to the course [lecturers] than the tutorials so with 
a bigger group [ group work and discussions of videos, material we generally did in tutorials] 
more opinions would help 
I didn’t use them as much as I should have during the course [the quizzes] I don’t know.  Just 
my own laziness I guess. 
I think so [the blended approach is good], it’s more like what I was used to at home because 
here I feel like we don’t have as much outside of classwork. 
, personally more assignments.  I know that’s a strange request, but that’s the thing 
Exams are so evaluated here and also we don’t have any chance, like there’s only one 
opportunity, one test or one assignment. 
 
Focus group 4: Part time students. Italic typeset 
 
Well to do it (the quiz or database) as part of the big assignment could give some marks to 
that? 
Though if you could force people to do it (the Moodle material and then someone said] 
If you force people they could get quite frustrated if they didn’t  understand the question or if 
they didn’t have time 
And there’s some graphs I know you have to keep them it but they’re hard work  Don’t know 
why I find graphs so hard. It’s funny. 
But I just didn’t like writing an essay for answers because you know the way, was it every 
week we had or every two? 
I didn’t mind writing a few things but then we had 3 questions to answer and they were long 
We’re doing all this extra work for nothing. 
 

 
Table 5.3a Aspects of the module students would like changed in next cycle 

 
More in-class activities  

Rewarding on-line engagement  

Student motivation  

Class size  

Better handouts in class  

Class scheduling and length of class  

More homemade videos by lecturer 
[Camtasia] 

 

 
Table 5.3b Colour code key: Aspects of the module students would like changed in 

next cycle 
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More in-class 
activities 

Reward on-line 
engagement 

Student Motivation Class size Better handouts in 
class 

Class scheduling 
and length of class 

More ‘homemade’ 
videos by lecturer 

       
I might be a good idea 
to fill out the 
questions [databases] 
in the class because 
after class I don’t do 
it.  But that’s my 
opinion.  
We can do it together 
in class [the quiz] 
If there’s a large 
class you need to 
make the class more 
interactive, like 
everyone, not just a 
section.  A lot more 
input from people 
who are sitting 
behind. 
Maybe, {more class 
work} because I think 
people turn up more to 
the course [lecturers] 
than the tutorials so 
with a bigger group [ 
group work and 
discussions of videos, 
material we generally 
did in tutorials] more 
opinions would help 
 

I think there are just 
people who don’t really 
like to say their opinion 
and people who would do 
it.  I think if you force 
them they would do 
it[databases] but 
Yes, forcing if you offer 
the 10% mark if we share 
in the forum. (others 
disagreed with this at the 
focus group) 
A good idea [allocating 
marks for quiz].  At least 
everyone will at least try 
to take part in this.  They 
will study for the quiz.  
Because some people will 
be like A, B, C, D. 
Well to do it (the quiz or 
database) as part of the 
big assignment could give 
some marks to that? 
Though if you could force 
people to do it (the Moodle 
material and then someone 
said] 
If you force people they 
could get quite frustrated 
if they didn’t understand 
the question or if they 
didn’t have time 
 

I think this is a good idea, 
seriously.  But the problem 
is maybe, not a lot people 
will do it [Online material] 
  Once again, this is my 
opinion, to watch the video 
and to understand really 
carefully what it was 
speaking about, but then 
sharing opinion, it’s not that 
long a time for that but 
…..I’m lazy maybe but 
that’s a good idea but I 
don’t do it. It is a good idea 
but I don’t do it, I feel 
ashamed 
Because like your son and 
friends (lazy) we are here 
and we are not following the 
courses as we should do.  
That’s why we are not 
aware that we should learn. 
But I just didn’t like writing 
an essay for answers 
[databases] because you 
know the way, was it every 
week we had or every two? 
I didn’t mind writing a few 
things but then we had 3 
questions to answer and 
they were long 
We’re doing all this extra 
work for nothing. 

If it’s a class like 
[focus group size] 
this it’s really easy to 
teach but if it’s a 
huge class, the class 
is not interactive at 
all, some people are 
busy. 
When it’s a small 
class I think it’s 
good, it works better. 
Teaching a small 
group 
It’s a huge class 
will this class come to 
an end because 
sitting in one class 
for  2 hours, it 
I came to college, to 
every class but it 
bored me.  The first 
minute I came to the 
class I used to be like 
when will this class 
come to an end 
because sitting in one 
class for 2 hours, it 
was the first time in 
my life so pretty 
hard for me. 
 

The book [manual] 
should be more 
illustrated.   
And there’s some 
graphs I know you 
have to keep them it 
but they’re hard work 
Don’t know why I find 
graphs so hard. It’s 
funny. 
 

Most difficult thing 
in my case studying 
Macro Economics, I 
came from a school 
where the maximum 
time of a lecture was 
40 minutes but 
when I came to this 
college it was about 
2-3 hours, I was not 
able to sit for that 
time. 
Like if you’re trying 
to teach us 
something, you can 
focus on what 
you’re saying for 
like30-40 minutes 
and then we’ll get 
bored. 
Macro Economics I 
think you should 
start the day with 
economics when 
you’re fresh. 
 

Yes, it was good, 
that’s more like it, 
in excess of 5 
minutes video it’s 
very long.  It’s 
better than sitting 
in the class for an 
hour to learn the 
same thing. {do 
more of these} 
 

Table 5.c Interim matrix: Aspects of the module students would like changed in next cycle 
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Most of the issues that arose when asked to suggest changes for subsequent cohorts related to the face-to-face content. Two overriding themes 
emerged here which were evidenced in the focus group transcripts and also in memos taken throughout the semester, a third theme was 
mentioned regarding the linking of engagement of online activities with the summative assessment which was interesting.  
More in-class activities Rewarding online-engagement to 

enhance motivation 
Administration issues: 

• Class size 
• Length of classes 
• Timing of classes 

   
I might be a good idea to fill out the questionnaire in the class because after class I 
don’t do it.  But that’s my opinion.  
The tutorial might be a good idea. 
We can do it together in class [the quiz] 
If there’s a large class you need to make the class more interactive, like everyone, 
not just a section.  A lot more input from people who are sitting behind. 
Maybe, {more class work because I think people turn up more to the course [lecturers] 
than the tutorials so with a bigger group [group work and discussions of videos, material 
we generally did in tutorials] more opinions would help 
I think this is a good idea, seriously.  But the problem is maybe, not a lot people will 
do it [Online material] 
  Once again, this is my opinion, to watch the video and to understand really carefully 
what it was speaking about, but then sharing opinion, it’s not that long a time for that 
but ……..I’m lazy maybe but that’s a good idea but I don’t do it. It is a good idea but I 
don’t do it, I feel ashamed 
Because like your son and friends (lazy) we are here and we are not following the 
courses as we should do.  That’s why we are not aware that we should learn. 
But I just didn’t like writing an essay for answers because you know the way, was it 
every week we had or every two? 
I didn’t mind writing a few things but then we had 3 questions to answer and they were 
long 
We’re doing all this extra work for nothing. 
The book [manual] should be more illustrated.   
And there’s some graphs I know you have to keep them it but they’re hard work  Don’t 
know why I find graphs so hard. It’s funny. 
Yes, it was good, that’s more like it, in excess of 5 minutes video it’s very long.  
It’s better than sitting in the class for an hour to learn the same thing. {do more of 
these} 

I think there are just people who don’t 
really like to say their opinion and 
people who would do it.  I think if you 
force them they would do it but 
Yes, forcing if you offer the 10% mark 
if we share in the forum.(others 
disagreed with this at the focus group) 
A good idea [allocating marks for 
quiz].  At least everyone will at least 
try to take part in this.  They will 
study for the quiz.  Because some 
people will be like A, B, C, D. 
Well to do it (the quiz or database) as 
part of the big assignment could give 
some marks to that? 
Though if you could force people to do 
it (the Moodle material and then 
someone said] 
If you force people they could get quite 
frustrated if they didn’t  understand the 
question or if they didn’t have time 

 
 

If it’s a class like [focus group size] this it’s really 
easy to teach but if it’s a huge class, the class is 
not interactive at all, some people are busy. 
When it’s a small class I think it’s good, it works 
better. 
Teaching a small group 
It’s a huge class 
I came to college, to every class but it bored me.  
The first minute I came to the class I used to be 
like when will this class come to an end because 
sitting in one class for 2 hours, it was the first time 
in my life so pretty hard for me. 
Most difficult thing in my case studying Macro 
Economics, I came from a school where the 
maximum time of a lecture was 40 minutes but 
when I came to this college it was about 2-3 hours, 
I was not able to sit for that time. 
Like if you’re trying to teach us something, you 
can focus on what you’re saying for like30-40 
minutes and then we’ll get bored. 
Macro Economics I think you should start the day 
with economics when you’re fresh. 
 

Thematic matrix:  Aspects of the module students would like changed in next cycle  
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Appendix 15: Linkages between the final thematic matrices for each category and the final thematic matrix 
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Appendix 16: Wordle of focus group answers 

 

 
 

 

 


