7th International Conference on Higher Education Advances (HEAd’21)
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Abstract
Covid-19 presented many challenges to universities as brick-and-mortar
courses were moved to an online format. This work is an unofficial study of
learner-instructor interaction and student engagement in two 7-week online
graduate-level courses conducted in Spring 2020, Fall 2020, and early Spring
2021. Research shows that instructor presence in online courses leads to
increased student engagement, as well as motivation, well-being, and
academic achievement. Student engagement is shown to have a direct impact
on a student’s emotional, behavioral, and cognitive successes. This work
proposes that increased learner-instructor interaction in online courses using
strategies lead to greater student engagement with the course, and greater
student success in overcoming barriers and challenges to online learning.
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1. Introduction
With the spread of Covid-19 in the spring of 2020, most, if not all universities, chose to move
all their courses online. As quarantines and social distancing continued in various forms
around the world, online learning became more of an expectation than an option. Beginning
in Fall 2016, it was reported that 31.6% of higher education enrollments in the United States
were in online courses (Seaman, Allen, & Seaman, 2018). Preliminary numbers state that
97% of college students switched to online instruction by June 2020 (Educationdata.org),
while at the same time, university presidents were concerned with online course challenges
such as maintaining student engagement, faculty training in online teaching, student success,
and achieving academic standards.
The transition from face-to-face classes to online classes is a challenge under the best of
circumstances, but as higher education moves into a ‘new normal’, faculty development and
training can now assist in the event it is necessary to move online again. Organizations, such
as Quality Matters (www.qualitymatters.org) and the Online Learning Consortium
(www.onlinelearningconsortium) work with universities, faculty, students, researchers, and
faculty development administrators to provide the tools, resources, and community that help
faculty design, develop and facilitate quality and engaging online courses.
Having taught asynchronous online courses for five years, I have spent a great deal of time
learning to produce quality courses for a graduate-level public administration program. At
the time our university went into quarantine in mid-March, my three online classes were
designed in line with the Quality Matters Rubric, 6th Edition. In the Spring of 2020, I was
registered for a series of seven courses taught online through Quality Matters, which, upon
passing, would allow me to earn the Quality Matters Teaching Online Certificate that
“enables instructors to demonstrate their knowledge mastery of online teaching” (Quality
Matters, 2020). While many of my colleagues were focusing on moving course material onto
the LMS and learning Zoom, my primary focus was on my students. This piece presents my
experiences teaching three asynchronous online courses during our Covid-19 quarantine
year, particularly regarding learner-instructor interaction and student engagement.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Learner-Instructor Interaction
Learner-instructor interaction is not a new topic in academia and the research has shown
there to be many benefits. Long before online courses, Chickering and Gamson (1987) found
a strong association between learner-instructor interaction and student learning, and that
frequent contact outside of class is valuable for student motivation, well-being, and
intellectual commitment. Komarraju, Musulkin, and Bhattacharya (2010) discuss the role
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these interactions play in students’ academic progress, motivation, and achievement, though
the identity of the aspect of the relationships that are helpful as well as why some faculty are
more approachable than others are still unclear. Gray and DiLoreto (2016) found that many
online students feel a disconnect from their classmates and instructor. The responsibility for
a reconnect falls to the instructor through course structure, content, and feedback (Collis,
1998; Everett, 2015; Muirhead, 2004; Shearer, 2003). The role of the instructor is not just to
teach content, but to establish a presence in the course from the beginning, to bring
personality into the course content, and ask for and respond to student feedback on the course
(Jaggars, Edgecombes, & Stacey, 2013; Shea, Li, and Pickett, 2006; Tu & McIssac, 2002).
Cox (2011) in a review of decades of research on learner-instructor interaction, developed
two conclusions: “(1) interactions between faculty members and students have positive
effects on student outcomes, and (2) such interactions do not occur as regularly as educators
might hope” (p. 49). This study was conducted at a brick-and-mortar institution, as opposed
to online. Traditionally, the interactions between faculty and students may be limited to
office hours, first-year seminars/orientation programs, accidental meetings, university or
department social events, or living-learning communities. But if brick-and-mortar
interaction does not occur frequently enough, do online interactions occur frequently
enough?
Newton-Calvert and Arthur (2018) discuss a “myriad of easy” (p. 173) to incorporate
teaching presence into an online capstone course: emailing a pre-course toolkit out to students
before the course starts, with the syllabus, an instructor introduction, and clear guidelines on
instructor communication and availability. While instructor presence looks different online,
it can be successful, particularly if the course is developed with the student in mind and
focuses on various modes for student learners. Riggs and Linder (2016) developed active
learning approaches for the asynchronous online classroom utilizing technological and
pedagogical activities to mirror face-to-face teaching methods.
2.2. Student Engagement
As with learner-instructor interaction, student engagement is an often-studied topic and one
that has many definitions. Bohemia et al. (1997) defined student engagement as “students’
willingness, need, desire, and compulsion to participate in and be successful in the learning
process” (p. 294). Upon completing a workshop on student engagement in online courses,
Briggs (2015) saw online student engagement as overcoming social, administrative, and
motivational barriers to online learning. Dixson’s (2015) research measuring student
engagement, defined it as “generally, the extent to which students actively engage by
thinking, talking, and interacting with the content of a course, the other students in the course,
and the instructor… is a key element in keeping students connected with the course and, thus,
with their learning” (para 3). Finally, Kahu et al. (2014) stated that student engagement has
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a direct impact on “a student success and achievement due to a student’s emotional,
behavioral and cognitive connection to their study” (p. 523).
Martin and Bolliger (2018) reviewed the relationship between interaction and engagement,
finding that “engagement is developed through interaction” (p. 206) and when it comes to
online learning, supporting that interaction is important. Research has identified three
interactions in effective online courses: Moore (1993) identified (1) learner-to-learner
interaction, (2) learner-to-instructor interaction, and (3) learner-to-content interaction. Leer
et al. (2010) found a similar interaction with peers, instructors, and content, which “help
online learners become active and more engaged in their courses” (p. 206). Martin and
Bollier’s (2018) study, based on Moore’s (1993) framework, reviewed the various strategies,
and whether age, gender, and years of online learning experience affected the students’
perception of the strategies.
2.3. Student Satisfaction
Garrison, Anderson, and Archer (2000) developed a framework with significant elements
that help explain student success in online courses: teaching presence, social presence, and
cognitive presence. Focusing on teaching presence, focuses on three components of the
online course: design and organization, facilitation, and direct instruction (Fiock, 2020).
Community of Inquiry combined with an adaptation of Chickering and Gamson’s principle
of good practice, list instructional strategies that are common strategies for increasing
instructor presence in online courses, such as prompt response to, showing personality, sense
of humor, diverse activities, and being active in discussion boards.
Alqurashi (2019) studied factors that “predict and relate to student satisfaction” (p. 134), such
as online learning self-efficacy (OLSE), learner-content interaction (LCI), learner-instructor
interaction (LII), and learner-learner interaction (LLI). Interaction is critical in all learning,
particularly online, whether it’s between students, between the student and instructor, or
between student and content. Many instructors assume that online courses mean there is no
learner-instructor interaction, however, the results of this study show that online learning
self-efficacy, learner-content interaction, and learner-instructor interaction are major factors
in student satisfaction. While studies have agreed that interaction is a predictor of student
satisfaction, there is still disagreement as to which type of interaction is the most significant
predictor.

3. Unofficial Study
3.1. Spring2020: Under Quarantine
My university went into quarantine in mid-March 2020 and never came back from Spring
Break. University administrators, the Faculty Development Center and the Online
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Champions (representatives from each college chosen for their experience in online course
design) worked to assist faculty in moving all face-to-face classes onto the LMOS, Canvas,
for online access. Workshops were scheduled to explain various apps or programs, such as
Kahoots or FlipGrid, practice using Zoom, which the University had only obtained a license
for in Fall 2019, and answer any questions that came up.
All my classes had been designed directly onto the LMS from the beginning of the semester,
so there was nothing for me to move online. Initially, I did not make any changes to my
courses at all. Once the students ‘returned’ from Spring Break, it became clear to me that
even though I had not had to move any of my courses or course work, there were changes
that needed to be made to accommodate graduate and undergraduate students during this
challenging period.
•

•

•

•
•

Students were no longer penalized for late work. I let each class know the absolute
latest I could accept their work based on when final grades were due to the
university. I posted regular announcements (written and video) reminding each
class of the due dates.
Regular videos were posted to the announcements asking students if they were doing
okay and reminding students that if there was anything I could do to assist them, to
email me and I would do what I could.
Course workload for each class was reduced. Three of my classes were completely
online, to begin with, and demographically, all of my classes were primarily nontraditional or online students with jobs, families, and/or other responsibilities that
prevent them from attending class on campus. Not being aware of what was
happening on their side of the monitor, the best I could do was reduce their academic
workload.
Redo and resubmit for all assignments with low grades were permitted.
When a student asked for help or if I noticed an issue and reached out to the student,
the student and I worked together to solve the problem in order for the student to
succeed.

3.2. Fall 2020 & Spring 2021: No More Quizzes
In August 2020, our university opened an e-campus with four graduate programs from the
Business School and the Master of Public Administration program. The online courses were
switched from 8-week semesters to 7-week semesters and go through a design, development,
and review process following the Quality Matters guidelines and rubric. I designed and
developed two 7-week courses that began the first day of classes, along with two fullsemester courses, one undergraduate online course, and one stacked Zoom class. Both of the
7-week online courses pass the Quality Matters review at 100%.
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In online class A, I removed and replaced all quizzes with discussion boards. Orlando (2017)
and Darby and Lang (2019) question the standard instructions that require “respond by this
day then come back and respond to two or your peers,” because it doesn’t “foster stimulated,
authentic, and creative social interactions in which students can learn from each other”
(Darby & Lang, 2019, p. 84). In other words, conversations don’t normally happen that way.
The instructions for my instruction boards read:
Instead of a quiz, let’s discuss a real-world situation. For full credit, you will need to respond
to the scenario, but you will also need to come back and participate in the discussion by
responding to your classmates. In order to receive full credit in your initial response (15
points), you must respond to all three questions (5 points each). You must come back and
respond to at least one of your peers before the discussion closes (5 points). Once the
discussion closes, it will be locked, and no late submissions will be accepted. Responses to
classmates such as “I agree!” “Great idea.” and “Awesome!” are not considered
responses. Your responses are expected to contain substance and explain why you agree or
disagree. Supporting your response(s) with the course readings would be ideal!
Students commented that they preferred the discussion boards to quizzes, and by
incorporating the module topics into the discussion board, additional assignments were
unnecessary. Students also communicated that they did feel a sense of community in the
discussion boards, which is important for student-student interaction in online courses.
3.3. Fall 2020 & Spring 2021: Getting to Know you
Instead of assigning a whole research paper in a 7-week course, particularly in an
introductory public administration course, I only assigned the first part of the paper. Many
of these students, non-traditional students, were returning to school after several years and
unfamiliar with academic research, how to find academic research, what a literature review
is, etc. The assignment was broken down into parts and a different part was assigned in each
module in order to explain how to do academic research, what is considered academic
research, developing a literature review, etc. Wray and Montgomery (2019) agree that nontraditional students deserve additional attention and discuss a webinar series that scaffolded
research topics allowing students to develop the research skills needed to succeed.
One portion of the assignment required each student to meet with me. The meetings would
run from 5 minutes to half an hour and the meetings were two-fold: one, it gave me the
opportunity to get to know the students a little bit, and two, see how they were doing on their
paper. After a greeting, my first question was, “Why did you decide to join our program?”
We would discuss why the student applied to the program and plans upon graduation. Course
suggestions may be offered, questions answered, and then the paper was discussed.

1272

Jennifer Symonds Morrison

All students are graduate-level students of varying ages, ethnicities, and locations. Many
students were nervous about meeting with me face-to-face but were fine within a few
minutes. Conversations were easy flowing and there was some laughter in the
conversations. I wasn’t a complete unknown to the students as I regularly posted
announcements, introductions to the module or topic, or responses to questions on
assignments via video.
3.4. Fall 2020 & Spring 2021: Interactions
Many of the suggestions made to encourage interaction between faculty and students, I have
been doing for over a year. I email online students two weeks and then one week before
classes start with a copy of the syllabus. During the semester, I regularly remind students
that their emails go into my cell phone and that I will respond to their emails relatively
quickly. I end all my videos with “And as always, if there is anything I can do to help, please
do not hesitate to email me or make an appointment with me using my calendly link.”
I believe that the interactions between the students and myself in these two classes have had
a positive impact on student learning. I have received student feedback and comments such
as:
•
•
•
•
•
•

“I wasn’t sure if I was doing the assignment right and then I watched your video…”
“I have never had a professor meet with me online like this before.”
“Dr. M, you were the only professor (this spring) to ask me how I was doing.”
“I feel so much less stressed since there are no late penalties.”
“Thank you for being so lenient on due dates.”
“Thank you for letting me redo that assignment.”

4. Conclusion
While moving courses online during the pandemic was stressful, for me it was an opportunity
to focus on student engagement. By making accommodations for all students from the very
beginning, I attempted to take some stress out of an extremely stressful situation. The impact
was that these changes are now a standard part of all my classes, online or face-to-face. I also
believe that these interactions have helped with student engagement. There is a sense of
community (student-student interaction) that I feel when I grade the discussion boards, which
in general, have high response rates and quality responses, that I haven’t see in previous
semesters. In the ‘Help Each Other’ discussion boards, students are respectful, thoughtful,
and helpful in the assistance provided to their peers. And based on the number of emails I
receive from students on a regular basis, I know that these students are putting a lot of work
into these classes. As their professor, it is my job to be there for them and to help them
succeed, and to make that they are, indeed, satisfied.
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