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From the Editor's desk
Dr Trace Ollis, on the road from Europe and the UK

Jack Kerouac said on travel ‘nothing behind me, everything ahead of me, 
as it ever is so on the road’.

I find myself writing the editorial in Regensburg, Germany. I am away 
on academic study leave and have attended several conferences, first 
in England and now in Europe. I have met so many people who are 
committed to adult education, who know the power and importance of 
adult education to transform learners’ lives. So, this editorial will focus 
on some of the papers I’ve seen and heard and other notable issues of 
relevance to the readership of AJAL as I’ve been travelling around.

I was in the UK in the time of Brexit and the election of the new Prime 
Minister Boris Johnson. Surprisingly, I have not met anyone who seems 
keen on the idea of their new Prime Minister, and lament that only 
approximately 130,000 members of the Tory Party are able to have a say 
in who will be their country’s new Prime Minister. It raises fundamental 
questions about democratic systems of government and governance. The 
implications for the United Kingdom and the European Union are wide 
ranging because of their failure to negotiate a palatable deal for Brexit.

I attended the annual conference for research and education (ACRE) 
at Edgehill University in Ormskirk, Lancashire, surrounded by the 
most beautiful gardens. Jan McArthur from Lancaster University gave 
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a keynote on Higher Education titled ‘Towards a Moral University: 
Critical theory, social justice and a commitment to the vicissitudes of 
human fate and the moral university’. Using critical theory, notably in 
the work of Adorno and Horkeimer, she argued against accepting the 
current state of the neoliberal university, with its focus on regulating 
academic research, and limiting academics’ freedom to pursue critical 
academic work.

I saw several inspiring papers but one notable paper, delivered by Claire 
Woodhouse and Laura Nicholson, was on the professional development 
of teaching assistants. They argued for professional learning that was 
informed by critical pedagogy one which encouraged these workers/
learners to form a ‘community of practice’ (Lave, & Wenger, 1991). This 
would enable them to build their practice by forging a learning community.

In Germany, I attended the Research Working and Learning conference 
11 in Giessen Germany. This is a large biannual international conference 
which focusses on adult learning and work, in informal and formal 
settings in workplaces and communities and in industry. One of the 
keynotes was given by Professor Henning Patzold, titled Learning and 
Decision making in a Post Truth Era. This salient presentation raised 
many questions regarding the current technological revolution that we 
find ourselves in this ‘contemporary condition of work’, where we are 
bombarded with so much information, where knowledge is accessible 
at our fingertips through the new technologies and social media. Yet we 
also find ourselves incredibly time poor and unable to make time for 
critical engagement and at times uncomfortable conversations about 
issues that affect the work we do as educators. 

It has been an interesting few weeks that I have enjoyed immensely. 
After learning so much and meeting educators from around the world 
doing great things in education theory and practice, I return to an ‘on 
the road’ theme with a final quote from Jack Kerouac pondering about 
travel, ‘What would be in store for me in the direction I did not take?’

In this current issue of AJAL we have papers that cross the breadth 
and scope of adult learning in Australia and elsewhere, focussing 
on pedagogy and practice in spaces and places where adult learning 
occurs. In Higher Education, the professional learning of engineers, 
adult learning in the online learning environment and two articles on 
the importance of learning for people with disabilities – one through a 
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horse-riding education program and the other a university program for 
older learners with disabilities. 

Cathy Stone and Matthew Springer’s paper Interactivity, 
connectedness and teacher-presence: Engaging and retaining students 
online looks at the importance of teacher presence in the online learning 
environment. In an environment of adult education where courses are 
increasingly being delivered online, they argued for greater teacher 
presence in the learning process.

Sarah Gat, Margalit Pade and Michal Avrech Bar’s paper 
focusses on adult learning in Israel titled A picture paints a thousand 
words: Collage-making in higher education problem-based learning. 
This paper explores using creative pedagogies in the classroom focussing 
on collage-making in order to engage students in deep level learning.

Clayton Mullen and Yohannes Mariam’s paper Adult learning: 
Barriers and enablers to advancement in Canadian power engineering 
uses quantitative research methodology to uncover the impediments 
and enablers to professional learning for engineers.

Anh Nguyet Diep, Celine Cocquyt, Chang Zhu, Maurice De 
Greef, Minh Hien Vo and Tom Vanwing in their paper Adult 
learners’ needs in online and blended learning viewed through the lens 
of existence, relatedness and growth (ERG) theory use ERG theory as 
a framework to support adult learners to optimally perform in learning 
and to sustain their motivation.

Rob Townsend and Michelle Hood explore the importance of 
education programs for adults with disabilities through horse riding 
in their paper Horse talk: Equine based learning programs and their 
engagement with individuals. The paper uncovers the skill development 
of the participants, but also the social and emotional benefits for people 
with disabilities through their interaction with other learners in the 
program, affirming what we know about the importance of adult learning 
being relational and embedded in our interactions with other people.

Marianna Müller de Morais and Lucia Rapsová’s paper titled 
Psychological bases of developing social competences of seniors with 
disability explores the benefits of adult learning for older people with 
disabilities through a university enabling program.
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Interactivity, connectedness and 
‘teacher-presence': 

Engaging and retaining students online
Cathy Stone 

University of Newcastle, Australia

Matthew Springer 
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An increasing number of students entering Australian higher education 
are choosing to study in an online mode. Attrition rates for online 
students are considerably higher than for students studying primarily 
on-campus, with evidence suggesting that the isolation of online study 
combined with the challenges of technology, academic expectations 
and pressure from other areas of students’ lives, are significant 
contributors to this. However, there is also evidence to indicate that a 
supportive and engaging online teaching and learning environment, 
can help to mitigate against these difficulties and lead to increased 
student retention. This paper outlines the findings from a recent study 
with 16 universities, which demonstrated the importance of online 
‘teacher presence’, combined with engaging, inclusive and interactive 
design, content and delivery. One example is provided of changes 
implemented in an online unit of study at a regional Australian 
university, in response to these findings, with positive effects on student 
engagement. Such changes at the individual unit level can indeed 
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make a positive difference on a small scale; however, institutional 
commitment to improving the quality of online education is needed to 
extend such successes to the broader online student population. 

Keywords: student engagement, online learning, distance education

Introduction 

The number of external students studying online in Australian higher 
education (HE) has been growing steadily each year, with nearly a 
quarter of commencing domestic students now choosing to enrol in 
an external, online mode (Australian Department of Education and 
Training [DET], 2017a). It is concerning, however, that retention and 
completion rates for external/online students are at least 20 per cent 
lower than in face-to-face study (Greenland & Moore, 2014; Stone, 
O'Shea, May, Delahunty, & Partington, 2016), with a recent Australian 
HE Standards Panel (HESP) Discussion Paper (DET, 2017b) reporting 
that external students are 2.5 times more likely than on-campus 
students to withdraw without a qualification.

Beginning with an overview of the pertinent literature, this paper 
describes and outlines the findings from a research study that 
investigated the perspective of higher education practitioners on 
ways to improve outcomes for online learners. The paper concludes 
with a case example of how these findings have influenced changes 
within an Information Communication and Technology (ICT) Project 
Management unit, at one of the regional Australian universities that 
participated in the research. 

Overview of the literature 

Along with the continuing growth in online study, there has been 
an increasing amount of research into the online HE experience, 
particularly in relation to mature-age and part-time students, who are 
more strongly represented in online than face-to-face studies. Also 
strongly represented within the undergraduate online cohort, are 
students from the Australian Government-identified equity categories 
of: low socio-economic status (SES) backgrounds; regional and remote 
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areas; students with disability; and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
(Indigenous) students (Stone, 2017). 

For students from lower SES backgrounds, studying online can alleviate 
both financial and time burdens, allowing students to continue working 
and/or caring for families (Michael, 2012; Shah, Goode, West, & Clark, 
2014; Stone et al., 2016). For those from regional and remote areas 
in Australia (Cardak, Brett, Bowden, Vecci, Barry, Bahtsevanoglou, 
& McAllister, 2017), online education plays a role in ‘enabling 
regional students to access higher education while remaining in their 
communities’ (Regional Universities Network, 2017). Online study has 
also been shown to be ‘a preferred way to access higher education’ (Kent, 
2015, p. 2) for students with disability; while for Indigenous students 
who have experienced decades of educational disadvantage (Behrendt, 
Larkin, Griew, & Kelly, 2012) studying online has the potential to 
assist those who are ‘juggling family life, community responsibilities 
and financial issues of economic disadvantage while pursuing higher 
education degrees’ (Smith, Trinidad, & Larkin, 2015, p. 23). 

Certainly, there are many inherent challenges, as well as benefits, in 
studying successfully online. Understanding e-learning technology, 
technical problems, feelings of isolation, lack of interaction with tutors 
and other students, problems with instructional materials and students’ 
own difficulties with time management, have been shown to be key 
issues for online students (Ilgaz, & Gülbahar, 2015; Yoo, & Huang, 
2013), while other family and work responsibilities also appear to play 
a significant role in online student attrition (Moore, & Greenland, 
2017; Müller, 2008; Park, & Choi, 2009). Despite such challenges, 
online study can provide real and rewarding opportunities for many 
students who may not otherwise have been able to undertake HE 
studies successfully; such opportunities may include improvements 
in employment prospects and the ability to change careers, as well as 
an increase in confidence and self-esteem (Stone, & O’Shea, 2019). 
Additionally, as studies of student diversity have shown (Devlin, 2013a; 
O'Shea, May, Stone, & Delahunty, 2017; Signor, & Moore, 2014), these 
students bring with them a unique set of skills and experience that 
add value to the learning experience for themselves and others. ‘This 
diversity can enrich online programs when mature age students are 
encouraged to utilise and share their knowledge and experiences with 
peers and educators’ (Signor, & Moore, 2014, p. 312).
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There is also a weight of evidence to suggest that institutional policies 
and practices can do much to alleviate the challenges facing online 
students. Salmon (2014), for example, believes that universities 
need to develop clear institutional policies and strategies for online 
education to ensure that academics are equipped to teach online; 
that appropriate digital resources are both available and understood; 
and that students and staff are well supported in this new and often 
unfamiliar environment. Parsell’s (2014, p. 22) ‘Standards for Online 
Education’ stress the importance of institutional support for staff ‘in 
their online teaching with quality professional development, resourcing 
and technical support’ as well as support for online education at an 
institutional level more broadly, ‘through the provision of quality 
leadership, infrastructure and evaluation’. More recently, Moore and 
Greenland (2017, p. 57) make a strong case for greater institutional 
recognition of the ‘fundamental differences between on-campus and 
online learners’ including the provision of ‘appropriate flexibility’ 
around assessment dates and scheduled exams. Their research showed 
‘employment challenges [to be] the major cause of online student 
attrition’ with many students forsaking their studies when exams and 
due dates clashed with work commitments. 

Much discussion in the literature refers to the importance of engaging 
online students in an interactive learning environment, both 
synchronously and asynchronously, with strong ‘teacher-presence’ to 
encourage interactivity in discussion boards, blogs and other media 
(Boton, & Gregory, 2015; Canty, Goldberg, Ziebell, & Ceperkovic, 2015; 
Kuiper, Solomonides, & Hardy, 2015; Oh, & Kim, 2016; Verenikina, 
Jones, & Delahunty, 2017; Vincenzes, & Drew, 2017). For example, 
Verenikina et al. (2017, p. 27) refer to the importance of ‘lecturers’ 
presence, expertise and commitment to ensuring quality learning takes 
place’. When teachers take the trouble to connect with online students 
through such means as introductions, welcome activities and/or videos 
when a course begins, followed by active facilitation of discussion 
fora, ensuring that discussion progresses constructively towards 
meeting learning outcomes, as well as providing prompt feedback on 
students’ contributions and assessment tasks, students are assured 
that their lecturer is ‘present’, interested in and supportive of their 
learning. Developing and maintaining a strong teacher-presence can 
be challenging however for teaching staff, given that online students 
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are likely to engage in study outside of ‘normal’ campus hours, with 
implications for institutional expectations and support of online 
teachers (Stone, 2017). 

Hand-in-hand with teacher-presence goes ‘the importance of using 
multimedia and of choosing formats and content that represent the 
students’ experience’ (Devlin, & McKay, 2016, p. 98). Other studies 
indicate that online courses must be designed for ‘active participation 
and interaction’ (Park, & Choi, 2009, p. 215); with academic and 
technical support embedded within the curriculum, ‘taking into account 
the nature and diversity of the cohort and their particular needs when 
designing the unit’ (Kuiper et al., 2015, p. 243). 

The research discussed in the following section has similarly revealed 
that a strong and engaging teacher-presence, combined with engaging 
and interactive course design, can be a powerful combination in 
enhancing the online student experience. 

Outline of the research

Background and aims

Through 2016 and early 2017, a research study was conducted under 
the auspices of two Australian institutions, the National Centre for 
Student Equity in Higher Education (NCSEHE) at Curtin University, 
and the Centre of Excellence for Equity in Higher Education (CEEHE) 
at the University of Newcastle. This research, funded by the Australian 
Government through the NCSEHE, aimed to seek the combined wisdom 
of practitioners directly involved in online education, on ways to most 
effectively engage, teach and support online students. Qualitative 
interviews were conducted with 151 members of staff, across 16 HE 
institutions; 15 were Australian metropolitan and regional universities, 
while the sixteenth was the Open University UK. From the findings, a set 
of national guidelines for improving student outcomes in online learning 
has been developed (Stone, 2017). 

Methodology

Following ethics approval from the relevant universities, a purposeful 
approach to sampling was taken (Cresswell, 2012) in order to recruit 
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those with experience and knowledge of online education and online 
student needs. Hence, invitations to participate were emailed to those 
academic and professional staff who had been identified by their 
universities as being involved in online education delivery and/or 
support of online students. A snowballing approach (Babbie, 2001) 
was then used, with staff being encouraged to distribute the invitation 
to others; 70 participants were in academic and teaching roles, 75 in 
professional roles and six were at senior executive levels. Professional 
roles included library services, learning design, student support, 
retention, engagement and success, language and learning, equity 
and diversity, disability services, careers, training and development, 
planning and data analytics. Teaching staff were drawn from different 
disciplines, schools and faculties across each institution. 

Interviews were conducted face-to-face and occasionally by phone or 
video-link, focussing on discussion of strategies that participants and/
or others in their institution, were using to engage and support online 
students. Information about the impact of these on student retention and 
academic success (supported by evaluation data where available) was 
sought, along with participants’ views on what else institutions need to do, 
to better engage, support and retain online students. An iterative approach 
to data analysis was used, involving a repetitive, cyclical approach of 
continually dipping between the interview and survey data. Emerging 
themes were checked against the data, which in turn led to further 
development of each theme as well as the emergence of new themes 
(Srivastava & Hopwood, 2009). Themes were then coded using NVivo. 

Findings 

A number of findings emerged from this research. The first of these 
concerned the crucial need to develop whole-of-institution strategies 
to improve the quality and consistency of online design, delivery and 
support – ensuring that it is part of the institution’s core business. This 
finding effectively underpins the others, which can be summarised as: 

•	 the importance of knowing, understanding and valuing the online 
student cohort, including recognising the skills, knowledge and 
strengths that they bring with them to their studies; 

•	 intervening early to help incoming and first year students prepare for 
university study and connect with the university; 
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• communicating meaningfully and often with students, both
within the online learning environment through teacher–student
communication and more broadly through relevant and personalised
institutional communication;

• course design that is specific to online learning, facilitating student
connection and interaction with their teacher, other students and
the course material, while also embedding academic and technology
support; and

• using the analysis of data on student demographics and student
behaviour within the learning management system (usually referred
to as ‘learning analytics’) to inform institutional communications,
ensuring they are appropriately timed and targeted.

These findings informed the development of ten guidelines for 
improving student outcomes in online learning (Stone, 2017, pp. 6–12). 

The following section highlights the findings that particularly relate to 
teacher-presence and online course design. They are however inevitably 
connected to the other findings, so it is not intended, nor would it be 
helpful, to isolate any of these findings from each other. Therefore, 
reference is made to other relevant aspects of the findings throughout 
the discussion. 

The vital role of ‘teacher-presence’ 

The crucial role of the online teacher or tutor in enhancing online 
student engagement was mentioned more often in the interviews than 
any other single factor. It was generally agreed by participants that 
teaching online requires a different approach and a different set of 
skills than when teaching face-to-face. In the face-to-face environment, 
teachers and students can see each other and communicate with each 
other in real time, with teachers delivering lectures in person and/
or generating in-class discussions and activities. However, within 
the online teaching and learning space, communication is largely 
asynchronous, via virtual discussion boards or other fora, with course 
content provided digitally through a learning management system 
(LMS) and teachers setting relevant digital activities to aid learning, 
such as online quizzes and discussion board postings. Teachers must 
therefore be highly attentive in this virtual learning space, in which 
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the usual boundaries of time and place are much less clearly defined. 
Instead, for instance, of the certainty of delivering a one-hour lecture 
in a particular lecture theatre at a fixed time on a certain day, an 
online lecturer or tutor has to be constantly aware that students will be 
accessing the learning content and engaging in the relevant discussion 
and activities at all different times of the day and night, across any or all 
days of the week. 

It was stressed by participants that managing this very different learning 
environment successfully can be challenging. Participants describing 
the importance of ‘creating your online presence’; providing ‘regular 
and engaged and interested interventions’; ‘a sense of personal contact’; 
ensuring that ‘the student feels cared for and feels they have someone to 
go to’; that ‘the online environment [is] a welcoming space’; and that each 
student has ‘a personal touch point, so that they’re not just a number’.

One experienced online teacher described how essential it is for students to:

… have an impression of there being someone on the other end of 
the system listening to them. So, communication and feedback, 
communication and feedback, communication … you can’t 
communicate enough with online students. 

(Senior Lecturer, Institution K).

The relationship with the online tutor was seen as key to building a 
sense of belonging to a learning community.

If you have great content and a poor tutor, student satisfaction is 
low. If you have great content, great tutor – high satisfaction… it 
comes back to that community of learning. 

(Program Coordinator, Institution G)

Other research with online students has identified student isolation 
as a significant factor in attrition (Knightley, 2007; O'Shea, Stone, & 
Delahunty, 2015), made particularly acute when students experience 
‘little or no feedback, no discussion and “don’t bother me” tutors’ 
(O’Shea et al., 2015, p. 49). Not only are online students physically and, 
in many cases, geographically isolated from university campuses, they 
can also feel socially and pedagogically isolated through insufficient 
communication within the learning community. The negative 



154   Cathy Stone and Matthew Springer

implications of a lack of responsiveness by online teachers similarly 
emerged in this research.

Where there’s no responses to emails and no responses to 
discussion forums … the attrition rate’s higher and the students 
are really unhappy. 

(Unit Coordinator, Institution Q)

Participants saw a clear link between a strong teacher-presence and 
student retention. 

They [tutors] are very consistent communicating – every day, 
every week and … this particular unit has a retention rate well 
into the 90 per cent. 

(Faculty Dean, Institution G)

A Student Retention Coordinator spoke about a ‘dramatic turnaround’ in 
retention figures for a particular unit due to a new tutor taking over, who: 

was a lot more engaging with the students … being a really 
open contact for students and really engaging with them in the 
conversations … and timely feedback. 

(Student Retention Coordinator, Institution P)

Many participants stressed the difference in communication demands 
for online teaching compared with face-to-face teaching: 

The engagement demands are completely different, the reliance 
of students on the instructor is much more intensive – basically 
you’re it. The instructor is everything to the students. 

(Course Coordinator, Institution M)

Other research supports the importance of ‘interactive and connected 
learning’ (Devlin, & McKay, 2016, p. 99) and talks of ‘the fundamental 
role of interaction in bringing an online learning community into 
existence and for building and maintaining interpersonal relationships’ 
(Delahunty, Verenikina, & Jones, 2014, p. 253). Hence, teachers need 
sufficient time to develop and maintain a regular presence and to build 
relationships. The insufficiency of allocated time to adequately meet the 
needs of students was frustrating for many. 
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It’s very time-consuming and tutors aren’t paid for it for that 
amount of time … we’re not supposed to spend a lot of time on 
it … you’re always chasing your tail because there’s just not 
enough time. 

(Lecturer, Institution K)

Both sessional and full-time academics talked about putting in extra hours, 
over and above their paid hours or workload allocation, in order to provide 
consistent interactivity and responsiveness, such as in forum discussions.

We’re on duty seven days a week which I know we’re not 
supposed to but we do because it’s the only way that works is 
that if you keep the ball rolling. If they think “Okay, it’s Friday 
night, I’m not going to get a reply till Monday” then they lose 
interest and they’re all working so that’s the time when most of 
them do study. 

(Unit Coordinator, Institution P)

This ties directly into another of the key findings discussed previously 
– that of institutional responsibility for ensuring a ‘core business’ 
approach to online teaching and learning, in which workload is 
realistically allocated for online teaching. Many participants lamented 
the lack of formal institutional expectations, guidelines and processes to 
support online teaching, including training, mentoring and ongoing staff 
development. It also connects with the finding related to the impact of 
course design, which, when appropriately designed for online delivery, 
can serve to further enhance interactivity, connecting students more 
effectively with teachers and other students. The following section 
explores this further.

Content, curriculum and delivery – design for online

Participants made it clear that online course design requires a different 
approach from the outset. As described by a lecturer at Institution 
L, institutions need to be ‘thinking about distance learning or online 
learning as a different animal to the face-to-face course … and designed 
completely differently for that mode of delivery’. This perspective is 
consistent with the views of many online students, illustrated by student 
quotes such as: ‘What works in person is not the same as online … I 
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thought it would just be more, sort of, more tailor made for it than what 
it is’ (O’Shea et al., 2015, p. 52).

Issues such as the interface on which content is delivered needing to be 
easy to navigate and as intuitive as possible were raised. 

It’s just got to work. It can’t take time; it’s got to be easily 
navigated, it’s got to talk to me quickly and it’s just got to be 
accessible. 

(Student Support Project Coordinator, Institution F)

Many spoke about the pitfalls of simply uploading materials that 
have been designed for face-to-face students, without considering the 
implications for the online cohort.

If we’re going to move more online, you don’t just tape yourself 
for an hour and put it on there; that’s terrible. 

(Teaching & Learning Centre Director, Institution C)

As explained by a unit coordinator at Institution H, ‘you cannot 
keep someone engaged for two hours online’. Others mentioned the 
disengaging experience for students of being expected to read and digest 
lengthy text documents which have been simply copied and pasted 
online. In the words of an equity officer at Institution Q, ‘that whole 
thing of scrolling through … the tools are there now so there should be 
no excuse to this scrolling business’. Such comments are supported by 
other evidence (for example, Akarasriworn, Korkmaz, Ku, Luebeck, 
& Mayes, 2011; Devlin, 2013b; Parsell, 2014) that uploading content 
designed for face-to-face teaching, rather than material designed 
specifically for online, fails to provide an engaging learning experience. 

There was also a recognition amongst participants that this should not 
be the responsibility of simply the individual course coordinator and 
tutors, but that it needs to be viewed as an institutional responsibility, 
with institutions developing ‘a quality agenda’ in which online courses 
‘are actually specifically designed for the online students’ and not ‘a 
retro-fit of an on-campus experience’ (Senior Executive, Institution E).

Participants described many different ways in which a course can be 
designed to engage and connect students with their teacher, other 
students and the course material. It was repeatedly stressed that 
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effective online course design needs to include activities and assessment 
tasks that are not only directly related to learning outcomes, but that are 
also designed to engage students in communication and collaboration 
with each other through both synchronous and asynchronous means, 
without unnecessary technological complexity. Some of the many 
examples given by participants included: the use of blogs that ‘are visible 
to all the other students so they’re actually able to view other people’s 
work and comment and have a bit of a discussion around that’ (Unit 
Coordinator, Institution A); ‘clear, explicit tasks … ways that peers 
connect with each other’ (Teaching and Learning Manager, Institution 
M); ‘bite-sized opportunities to engage, to learn, to be tested’ (Senior 
Executive, Institution P); ‘animated video where students can look at 
the video for three minutes and then go and answer the questions’ (Unit 
Coordinator, Institution O); and ‘a trickle feed of tasks ... so it’s step-by-
step, a scaffolded start’ (Senior Lecturer, Institution L).

Those with experience of working with students with disability, such 
as equity officers, disability advisers and a number of academics, 
stressed the need to ‘provide online materials in multiple ways’ (Senior 
Academic, Institution H) to improve accessibility and meet the needs 
of as many students as possible; similarly, the importance of truly 
accessible design. 

If the unit is designed with universal access in mind … from a 
very grass root level and when the teaching module is being 
designed … a huge bulk of your challenges are addressed. 

(Disability Advisor, Institution P)

There was a recognition that course design can positively impact on the 
meaningful participation of students from diverse backgrounds, if the 
course is designed and delivered to be as inclusive as possible. 

Indigenous students… have basically said “Yes, we want 
Indigenous content in our courses but, more important are 
probably spaces; spaces in the curriculum where we can be 
heard and where we can hear other voices”. 

(Team Leader, Training, Institution N)

The issue of accessibility and inclusivity links to another of the findings 
from this research, that is, the importance of institutions’ knowing, 
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understanding and valuing the diversity of their online student cohort. 
With this understanding comes the possibility of designing tasks, projects 
and assessments that are relevant to students from different backgrounds 
and experiences. There is evidence that this type of applied learning design, 
for example, ‘links university study to the workplace more effectively and 
facilitates the development of graduate attributes’ (Downing, 2015, p.vi).

Bringing it together

In the view of the participants in this study, a strong teacher-presence, 
in combination with effective and engaging online course design, led 
directly to stronger student engagement with the learning materials, 
their teachers and fellow-students; and that ultimately, this led to higher 
completion and retention rates. These findings align closely with aspects 
of Parsell’s Standards for Online Education (2014, pp. 21–22), which 
specify that curriculum materials, learning activities and assessment 
tasks need to be ‘aligned, available and engaging, [provided by] a variety 
of media … and appropriate technologies’, also that students should 
be ‘provided with opportunities to interact with staff … to be active 
participants in learning-focused interactions’. 

Participants described many ways of achieving this, such as ‘there 
should be a mixture … you have your learning in bite-sized chunks …’ 
(Program Coordinator, Institution G); ‘online synchronous sessions … 
and … asynchronous discussion spaces … questions you ask to get them 
thinking, to get them engaging in discussion with each other’ (Lecturer, 
Institution O); and ‘teacher presence in the blogs and discussion boards, 
responding to questions and comments …’ (Online Curriculum Manager, 
Institution D). One academic recalled these words of a graduating 
student, ‘the only thing that kept me going and the main reason why 
I am here tonight, was the weekly “Collaborate” [synchronous video] 
sessions’ (Program Convenor, Institution G).

It was stressed by participants that building collaboration and 
interaction amongst students can be successfully achieved online, 
using creative approaches in developing collaborative exercises and 
assessment activities, such as those discussed above. One participant 
mentioned the importance of ‘an interactive room … for the students 
to dip in and out of (Unit Coordinator, Institution H), with another 
explaining that, through such activities, it is possible to ‘create really 
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very engaging environments for online students’ (Senior Executive, 
Teaching & Learning, Institution P). In the words of Signor and Moore 
(2014, p. 312), the online environment ‘has the potential to foster 
engagement and active learning beyond subject matter that can be rich 
and rewarding not only for the students but for the educators as well’. 

Institutional barriers however can make this more difficult, such as large 
class sizes and insufficient time allocated to teaching, which can impede 
interaction and communication. ‘Classes with 300 students with one 
single lecturer ... it does not work’ (Student Retention Project Manager, 
Institution N). In contrast, in an example where online class sizes were 
kept to no more than 30, the experience was very different. ‘Having 
those small tutorial groups helps because they create a little community’ 
(Senior Executive, Institution B). The need for a whole-of-institution 
approach towards online education, mentioned previously, which may 
include setting class sizes to more realistic figures, in consultation with 
teaching staff in Schools and Faculties, is relevant here. 

So far, this paper has discussed in some depth two of the seven key 
findings from the research project under discussion; namely, the 
importance of building a strong teacher-presence, along with the 
development of interactive, engaging online course design. It has also 
mentioned another of the findings, that of an institutional ‘core business’ 
approach towards online learning, that supports an understanding of 
the online student cohort and implementation of appropriate learning 
and teaching standards. 

The next section provides a practical example of how these findings 
influenced improvements in teacher-presence and course design 
within a unit of study at one of the regional Australian universities 
that participated in this research. In response to the findings that 
had emerged from the research, the lecturer of this unit implemented 
a number of changes; these are discussed below, along with the 
subsequent effects on student engagement and retention. 

Putting it into practice

The university’s participation in the research described in this paper, 
and the subsequent findings that emerged, provided the impetus for 
the lecturer of an ICT Project Management unit to update the unit’s 
contents and the way it was delivered. The unit had been delivered in 
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first semester and summer school each year since 2014, as part of an 
ICT degree program. Apart from two face-to-face workshops, held over 
two separate days, the remainder of the unit content was delivered 
online. This content material included recorded lectures, readings 
and additional material organised into modules, plus compulsory 
module quizzes which assess that content. There were also two major 
assessment tasks – one on project management in entrepreneurship and 
one work integrated learning task, where students visit real businesses 
to identify their needs for ICT projects. While this was not a low-scoring 
unit in terms of student satisfaction, and had in fact scored relatively 
well in 2016, nevertheless the changes made led to a substantial 
improvement in student satisfaction for 2017. 

Changes implemented 

Up to and including the 2016 delivery of the online unit, the audio 
from the previous semester’s 50-minute face-to-face lectures (from the 
on-campus delivery of the same unit) was recorded and turned into 
narrated PowerPoint slides. These were uploaded in modules as the 
online lecture content. An online summative quiz was used to assess the 
students’ familiarity with the lecture content.

In the light of the findings from the research, a number of changes were 
made for the 2017 delivery of the unit. To begin with, there were changes 
made to the unit’s design, making it more appropriate for online 
delivery. Each of the 13 lectures was broken down into three shorter 
videos, each one no more than eight-minutes long; these were recorded 
by the lecturer via a computer webcam. Additional supporting, but 
very short, videos, readings and activities associated with each lecture 
fragment were added to the LMS to provide a richer context, beyond the 
delivery of the lecture content. 

Additionally, the importance of understanding the demographic 
makeup of the students in this unit was recognised, and an analysis of 
this was sought from the university’s data team. With nearly a third of 
students coming from language backgrounds other than English, it was 
realised that steps needed to be taken to make the video content more 
accessible. To achieve this accessibility, closed captions were added to 
the recordings.
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The next step was to write online quizzes for this material. Instead of 
writing a single large quiz for the end of each module, formative quizzes 
were created for each of the lecture fragments, additional videos and 
other materials. By completing these unassessed quizzes, students could 
determine their understanding of each topic. At the end of each module, 
students were presented with the module quiz that was assessed.  
To help manage the workload associated with creating these quizzes,  
the practice quizzes from the entire module were gathered into a 
question bank, and the module quiz was randomly drawn from those 
existing questions. 

As part of building an engaging and supportive online environment  
with strong teacher presence, a commitment was made by the lecturer  
to answer student emails as immediately as possible. For example,  
in the case of the 2017 summer school class, which had only 32 students, 
it was possible for the lecturer to answer emails very promptly – many 
times within a few minutes of their being sent. If sent late at night or 
when the lecturer was otherwise not immediately available, they were 
replied to as soon as realistically feasible. The lecturer also implemented 
a system of personalised interventions with students, to help them to 
stay engaged and on-track. The LMS being used for this unit had the 
ability to identify students who were struggling and then to automate 
personalised messages to them. The lecturer made use of this technology 
to identify and reach out to students at risk with appropriate, personal 
messages of support. 

Impacts of the changes

The changes adopted in this unit resulted in substantial qualitative and 
quantitative feedback under the university’s student feedback process, 
which consisted of a student satisfaction survey distributed at the end 
of the unit. A request to complete the survey was sent to every student 
who participated in the online unit either during summer school 
or first semester. Table 1 below shows the survey questions and the 
overall impact of the changes to the unit, with improvements in Survey 
Percentage Agreement for every measured criterion between the 2016 
and 2017 deliveries of the unit. 
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Table 1: Student Unit Evaluation Pre- and Post- Implementation of Changes
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Within the survey, students also had the opportunity to provide 
comments. The following quotes indicate students’ appreciation of the 
shorter videos that delivered the lecture content:

Excellent use of ‘broken-up’ online modules, with a series of  
short videos.

Online lectures are very easy to get through without losing focus.

A combination of small videos and quizzes, are an excellent way 
to learn content without falling asleep.

Students from language backgrounds other than English particularly 
loved the captioned videos and started requesting them in other units. 

The use of formative quizzes also received excellent feedback. 

Every module [quiz] encourage[s] us finished (-sic) the unit 
throughout the time line. And the quizzes help us understand the 
content of this unit.

Despite the 38 quizzes being non-assessable, both the feedback and the 
actual usage of the quizzes indicated that students appreciated the curated 
sources of information that were provided for them in the modules. 

Table 2 below shows the high level of student engagement with these  
practice quizzes. 

Table 2– Student engagement with Practice Quizzes 

 



164   Cathy Stone and Matthew Springer

Feedback on the prompt responsiveness of the lecturer to student emails 
was also very positive: 

Despite the lack of physical lectures, questions were still 
very easy to ask, as [the lecturer] responds to email far more 
responsively then (-sic) the majority of all … staff and services.

A key difference was that the lecturer was available to the students on 
their timetable, rather than only during the normal working hours of the 
university. As a result, a strong rapport developed between the lecturer 
and the students. A side benefit to this closer interaction and rapport was 
the increased number of students referred to the university’s counselling 
and support services. The LMS technology, through its clear display of 
student marks across all assessments – both summative and formative – 
across the unit, allowed the lecturer to see which students were passing, 
failing and missing assessments. This made it very easy to identify and 
contact struggling students. Because of the clearly displayed statistics, 
not only did the lecturer find the workload of monitoring and supporting 
students more manageable, but the interactions with the students helped 
a number of them to get ‘back on track’ with their studies. 

This one example serves to illustrate in a practical sense some of 
the measures that may be possible for individual lecturers to take to 
improve student engagement and satisfaction within online learning. 
This particular lecturer focussed on building a stronger teacher-presence 
through increased responsiveness to students, including personalised 
interventions for students who appeared to be less engaged or 
struggling; and also on improving the design of the unit through shorter, 
more engaging videos with closed captions, complemented by short 
activities and quizzes to further strengthen engagement and consolidate 
student learning. There was clear improvement in student satisfaction 
from the previous year in response to these changes. 

Conclusion 

The research findings presented in this paper demonstrate that, for 
online students, the importance of a strong teacher presence, along with 
course design that is specific to and appropriate for online delivery, 
cannot be underestimated. Through the combination of regular and 
prompt communication between teacher and students, along with 
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interactive and engaging course design, online students can be more 
effectively engaged, supported and encouraged to persist within the 
online learning environment. The example of changes made to one 
particular unit in response to these findings provides a small illustration 
of proactive approaches that are possible for individual lecturers and 
tutors to implement. 

However, as positive as this undoubtedly was for this group of students, for 
such outcomes to be both scalable and sustainable, significant institutional 
commitment and support is required. The valuable and time-consuming 
work being done by dedicated teachers to improve online engagement 
amongst their own students, needs to be underpinned by a broader online 
strategy in which quality standards for online development, delivery and 
student support are established, monitored and continuously improved. As 
a priority, those who teach and support online students need to be given 
sufficient time, resources, training and ongoing support, to ensure that all 
students receive an equitable and engaging online learning experience. 
Only then can the quality and consistency of online learning across each 
institution begin to be assured.
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The purpose of the study was to examine the impact of implementing 
a creative art activity in a problem-based learning (PBL) course on 
occupational therapy (OT) students and their tutors. A qualitative- 
ethnographic study was conducted during 2016–2017. In one meeting 
of a PBL course, 126 first year OT undergraduate students were 
asked to create a collage reflecting the case study they chose, followed 
by a discussion of their experience. Thirty-four students and nine 
tutors participated in the study. Qualitative analysis was conducted 
using focus groups, semi-structured interviews, open questionnaires 
and observations. Findings of the qualitative analysis revealed four 
main categories: attachment to the client, change in the meeting's 
atmosphere, developing learning skills, and a creative art activity as 
a learning, treating and tutoring tool. Implementation of a creative 
art activity in a PBL course provided enrichment for students in the 
form of a learning and treatment tool and for tutors in the form of 
an instruction tool. This study sheds new light on active learning and 
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teaching, and offers some important insights regarding the use of 
creative art activities in higher education.

Keywords: creativity, higher education, students, teaching, tutor

Introduction

Contemporary literature on teaching techniques in higher education has 
dealt with the development of innovative teaching strategies in light of 
the criticism of traditional teaching methods (Pundak, & Rozner, 2008; 
White, Larson, Styles, Yuriev, Evans, Rangachari, & Eise, 2016). It is 
argued that traditional methods limit instruction to knowledge transfer 
only. As a result, they do not generate expected outcomes; for example, 
acquiring knowledge and promoting skills such as problem solving and 
understanding complex concepts. Furthermore, traditional instruction 
develops a negative attitude among students (Pundak, & Rozner, 2008). 
Consequently, other teaching strategies have been developed based on 
the conceptual theory of ‘constructivism’ emphasising the active nature 
of learning. Active learning has been defined as classes in which students 
should read, write, discuss, or engage in solving problems. Active 
learning places students in the centre of the lesson and regulates their 
learning, while the teacher becomes a guide and a co-creator of new 
meaning making (Alt, 2016; Gaspar, & Mabic, 2014; White et al, 2016). 
Problem-based learning (PBL) is one of the techniques that meets this 
definition (Prince, 2004). Creative teaching is also a valuable technique 
to promote student-centred teaching (Gibson, 2010) and creative art 
activities are a powerful teaching tool for adult learners (Simmons, & 
Daley’s, 2013). 

This paper presents a study incorporating these two methods and 
describes the implementation of a creative art activity as an active 
learning method in a PBL course. Additionally, it explores the 
experiences of occupational therapy (OT) students and their tutors 
while engaging in the new activity. Understanding the impact of creative 
art activities on OT students may contribute to the growing body of 
literature on active learning and teaching techniques for preparing 
health students for practice.
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Problem-based learning in health professions education

PBL is a learner-centred approach that builds on real-life cases to 
increase the students’ knowledge and understanding of the subject 
matter (Hung, 2015; Stern, & D’Amico, 2001). Problems, or cases (terms 
used interchangeably in the literature), are the cornerstone of PBL. They 
are based on authentic situations and provide the substance and content 
for tutorial sessions and influence the students’ paths of self-directed 
learning (Stern, & D’Amico, 2001). The cases describe client’s scenarios 
with diverse health conditions, and include psycho-social, economic, 
cultural, ethical and public health policy issues. This encourages 
students to deal with the total context of the client’s health problems, 
including their interactions with the health care system (Hendricson, 
1993; Schell, & Kaufman, 2015). For example, Daniel is a 5-year-old 
child with a Developmental Coordination Disorder (DCD). Daniel 
attends a regular kindergarten and refuses to participate in fine motor 
activities that involve painting, drawing and cutting. He does not take 
part in ball games with peers and prefers playing with younger children. 

Students define their own learning objectives from the cases presented 
to them and engage in independent study before returning to discuss 
and refine the knowledge they acquired with the group (Halliwell, 2008; 
Hung, 2015). The groups are guided by a tutor and aim to challenge 
appropriate learning resources (Jung, Tryssenaar, & Wilkins, 2005). 
Today, PBL is a familiar and widely discussed instructional method 
in almost all disciplines in higher education due to its success in 
promoting students’ higher order thinking and practical skills (Hung, 
2015). Research has shown that PBL promotes competencies such as 
communication skills, teamwork, independent responsibility for learning, 
information sharing, feedback skills, knowledge application, problem 
solving, and creativity among health professions’ students (Hung, 2015; 
Liaw, Chen, Klainin, Brammer, O’Brien & Samarasekera, 2010; Reeves, 
Mann, Caunce, Beecraft, Living, & Conway, 2004). PBL specifically 
facilitates the development of clinical reasoning strategies among health 
students including identifying assumptions, developing hypotheses, and 
considering options related to client treatment (Scaffa, & Wooster, 2004). 

Creativity in health professions education

One definition of creativity is ‘the ability to transcend traditional ideas, 
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rules, patterns, relationships, or the like and to create meaningful new 
ideas, forms, methods, interpretations, originality, progressiveness, 
or imagination’ (Dictionary.com, 2017). Early research on creativity 
treated it as a personal trait. More recent research views creativity as 
multidimensional; it can take many forms and can be found within 
a variety of contexts (Adams, 2005; Gibson, 2010; Hung, 2015; 
Yunus, 2015). Contemporary creativity theories were expanded to 
utilise cognitive, psychological, environmental, and social lenses 
in order to broaden the understanding of human ability (Adams, 
2005; Hung, 2015). The cognitive lens involves intelligence, previous 
knowledge, and creative thinking. The social aspect includes cultural, 
educational, or socioeconomic factors, while the personality aspect 
consists of motivation, confidence and non-conformity (Adams, 2005). 
Alternatively, Csikszentmihalyi (1996) conceptualises creativity through 
the lens of system dynamics. His study of creative people shows that 
their creativity develops and is recognised within a context and always 
has a cultural and social dimension. In his view, creative people like 
what they do; they report ‘having fun’ during activities. The key to 
creativity lies in ‘how’ rather than ‘what’. 

Despite the many definitions of creativity the elements that regularly 
appear in the definition of creativity are a new, original idea or insightful 
ideas that occur in a process of problem solving (Adams, 2005; Hung, 
2015). Furthermore, most scholars recognise the importance of students’ 
creativity in higher education (Shriki, & Lavy, 2014). For the purpose of 
this study, we use creativity as a multidimensional concept and creative 
art activities as a means of expressing and promoting it (Thompson, & 
Blair, 1998). 

In the higher education, creativity is a key concept and it has become an 
important dimension in the study of science and technology (Bereczki, 
& Kárpáti, 2018; Yunus, 2015). Over the last century, educators 
have encouraged holistic education and specifically the cultivation 
of creativity, not as an art-related addition to school curricula but 
rather as an educational approach in its own right, expanding the 
cognitive dimensions of students’ experience to include emotional and 
psychological aspects (Allen, 2011; Gibson, 2010). Educators argue that 
new millennium economic contingencies require the development of 
a greater capacity for creativity and not only a higher level of mental 
skills or other dispositions such as empathy and collegiality. In the 21st 
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century, it is important to develop innovative habits of mind and new 
ways for framing and solving problems to address the complex social 
and environmental issues that have emerged in the ‘developed’ world 
(Allen, 2011; Simmons, & Daley, 2013). 

Despite the numerous definitions of creativity in higher education 
literature, some attributes such as originality, use of imagination, 
ability to create meaningful and new forms, and storytelling are shared 
(Gibson, 2010; Jackson, & Shaw, 2006). Although, creativity is widely 
supported and appreciated by teachers in all domains it is often missing 
in higher education curricula, which have been criticised for inhibiting 
creativity rather than fostering it (Gibson, 2010; Yunus, 2015).

Occupational therapy (OT) as one of the health professions that is taught 
in higher education, prepares students to address the occupational 
needs of individuals, groups, and communities (American Occupational 
Therapy Association [AOTA], 2014). Creative activities have been 
discussed in OT literature for over a century through the inclusion of 
arts and crafts in therapy (Christiansen, & Haertl, 2014). This tradition 
is grounded in the relationship between creativity and health because 
creative activities are valued as having a specific potential for creative 
expression that includes components such as expressing feelings, 
relief from concerning thoughts and physical relaxation (Mullersdorf, 
& Ivarsson, 2016; Thompson and Blair, 1998). In light of this view, 
contemporary scholars suggest that the knowledge base of OT should 
include elements of creativity; for example, intuition, curiosity, 
flexibility, adaptability, originality, and risk-taking (Law, 2007; 
Murray, 2010). As stated, one of the methods for achieving this is the 
establishment of a PBL course.

The rationale for implementing creative art activities in a PBL course 
within health professions education

Since PBL has proved effective for multiple higher order thinking and 
skills that are part of creativity (Hung, 2015), we proposed that the 
promotion of these skills among health professions students could 
be improved by the implementation of creative art activities in a PBL 
course. Eisner (2002) claims that arts have far greater utility for 
learning than simply as a tool for teaching and recommends including 
arts in the core curriculum in a variety of subjects. Green, Myers, 
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Watson, Czerwiec, Shapiro, and Draus (2016) argue that creativity 
involves skills such as analysis, decision-making and critical reflection 
that are essential for the practice of medicine. Furthermore, the act 
of creation process creates awareness of various possibilities and can 
be a counterbalance to linear thinking of medical education. Thus, 
implementing a creative art activity in a PBL course may promote 
creative thinking, thinking ‘out of the box’, looking at case studies in new 
ways and perceiving patterns that are not obvious. 

Beyond that, PBL courses appear to predominantly cultivate an 
‘analytical eye’ or ‘left brain thinking’ in students as logic thinking, 
which seek to identify problems and determine their possible solution 
(Edmonstone, 2006). Conversely, the use of art activities activates 
‘synthesis’ artistic eye’, or ‘right brain thinking’ such as synthesis of 
artistic and creative expression (Simmons, & Daley, 2013; Yunus, 2015). 
The art can be a way to move from an idea or an abstract image to the 
end product (i.e. drawing, a collage). In this way, tacit knowledge can be 
made explicit as an act of creating art. Thinking happens mostly in our 
heads, invisible to others and even to ourselves, but effective thinkers 
make their thinking visible (Simmons, & Daley, 2013). 

Art experiences may provide health students with fresh insights and 
a new angle of vision on their lives, facilitating their understanding 
and encouraging students to develop a deeper understanding of the 
study material (Chan, 2013; McAndrew, & Roberts, 2015; Simmons, & 
Daley, 2013). Art activities enable health students to think with their 
senses, and hence, contribute to the process of understanding abstract 
and complex concepts. Moreover, art activities help students access 
previously hidden knowledge and create new understandings, and 
increase the extent of their participation (Simmons, & Daley, 2013; 
Simons, & Hicks, 2006).

Another justification for implementing creative art activities in a PBL 
course is related to the structure of PBL, which is generally fixed, rigid 
and has the same format throughout the semester or program (Davys, 
& Pope, 2006; Hung, 2015). From the experience of Davys and Pope 
(2006) in OT education, some students and staff report that following 
the set of PBL stages can become somewhat monotonous. Furthermore, 
some students feel uncomfortable with a PBL curriculum because they 
find it difficult to share their knowledge effectively with their peers, 



176  Sarah Gat, Margalit Pade and Michal Avrech Bar

due to their difficulty with assertively vocalising their findings within 
the group. This can lead to a sense of dissatisfaction, psychological 
withdrawal, and feelings of worthlessness (Davys, & Pope, 2006). 

We believe that art activities can reduce these occurrences. Research has 
shown that the inclusion of a creative art experience generates an informal 
learning environment that facilitates students’ collaboration, promotes 
emotional involvement, reduces anxiety and enhances enjoyment (Jones, 
Kittendorf, & Kumagai, 2017; Lave, 1996; Sawyer, 2011). Furthermore, in a 
previous study Avrech Bar, Pade, Jarus, Gat, Cohen, and Lipskaya-Velikosky 
(2018) explored the challenges manifested in a PBL course. Students who 
speak different native languages were compared. Students who spoke the 
local language as their first language were found to achieve higher grades 
than students who spoke the local language as their second language. 
Findings suggested that adjustments should be made in order to assist 
students challenged by language requirements in gaining higher grades in 
the program. Based on this study, we expected that implementation of a 
creative art activity, which does not require language, would give students 
time to process their experiences and improve their participation.

Few studies have examined the implementation of creative art activities 
in courses of higher education and little was written about the student 
involvement in the act of creation (Green at al., 2016; Simmons, & 
Daley, 2013). Therefore, the purpose of this study was to examine the 
outcomes of including a creative art activity, in this case collage, within 
a PBL meeting in the OT curriculum. In this paper, we present findings 
and insights regarding the impact that creating magazine collages had 
on students' learning skills. There are many varied artforms, such as 
painting, drawing, poetry writing, etc. We chose to use collage due to the 
advantages of visual art activities for the learning skills of students in 
health professions (Chan, 2013; McAndrew, & Roberts, 2015) and since 
it is readily available, accessible, convenient, and simple to use.

Method

Research design

A qualitative-ethnographic study was conducted during 2016–2017 to 
better understand how the experience of creating an art activity affected 
OT students. This approach seems to us appropriate for the evaluation 
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of dynamic processes and for studying dynamic work and the reciprocal 
interaction between participants in class, as well as for in-depth 
understanding of teaching methods. Gobbo (2011) stated that schools 
and classrooms are cultural environments and, as such, are considered 
as ‘fields’ for ethnographic research. Most of the research in the 
qualitative-ethnographic approach is based on the phenomenological 
perspective (Moustakas, 1994). This approach derives from a theoretical 
orientation that focusses on the essence of the participants’ experience 
and allows the researcher to begin the research without the need for a 
clear and well-defined theory (Mitchell, 2014; Moustakas, 1994).

The first author is a fieldwork coordinator and a group facilitator, with 
experience in group facilitation through art. She has previous experience 
in using creative art in therapeutic interventions with children. The 
second author is a lecturer and the first year coordinator of the PBL 
course. The third author is a lecturer and program manager of PBL. 

Participants 

One hundred twenty six first year OT undergraduate students from 
two consecutive academic years in the School of Health Professions at 
Tel Aviv University, attended meetings of a PBL course that included 
a collage activity between the years 2016¬¬–2017 (2016: N=68; 2017: 
N=58). The research participants included 34 students (of the above 
126). All the students were female, with an age range of 20–30. Four 
were minorities (matching the proportion of minorities in the class). 
In addition, nine tutors participated in the study (of the 18 tutors who 
attended the meetings that included the collage activity). All tutors 
were females, and they had between 1 to 10 years of experience in PBL 
tutoring. Three of the tutors were OT department faculty members and 
six were practicing OT clinicians.

Data collection

Data collection was conducted in different ways in order to increase the 
trustworthiness (triangulation) of our results (Marom and Ashkenazi, 
2012) and included open questionnaires, focus groups, semi-structured 
interviews, and direct observation (Table 1). These means were 
constructed by the researchers based on knowledge gained from the 
professional literature on PBL, creativity, and their personal experience in 
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integrating creative art activities in teaching and tutoring. The participants 
in each of the data collection methods were different from each other.

Table 1. Various means for data collection

Open questionnaires	

In 2016, at the end of the second semester, questionnaires were sent to 
68 first year OT undergraduate students by email. The questionnaire 
included open-ended questions exploring students’ learning outcomes, 
experiences, feelings, thoughts, and insights regarding the process of 
creating a collage. Ten students responded. Examples of open-ended 
questions were: ‘Characterize the benefits of the collage meeting for 
your learning and preparation skills’, ‘Do you feel/ think that the collage 
meeting was different than the other meetings’? ‘Did you find the collage 
meeting beneficial? Please specify.’ 

Focus groups and semi-structured interviews

In 2016, nine tutors were asked to participate in a focus group in order 
to explore their experiences, feelings, thoughts, and insights regarding 
the process of creating a collage. The focus group was held in a quiet 
room in the OT department by two of the researchers (the first and 
the third authors) and included open- ended questions. Three tutors 
participated in a focus group and two were interviewed individually. 

In 2017, at the end of the first semester, 58 first year students were 
asked by email to participate in a focus group at a time convenient 
to them. Seven of them participated in a focus group and two were 
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interviewed individually. In 2017, four tutors participated in the focus 
group. An example of an open-ended question for students was ‘How 
would you summarize your experience of the collage meeting?’ Examples 
of open-ended questions for tutors were ‘How would you summarize 
your experience and the students' experience of the collage meeting?’ 
‘Characterize the benefits of the collage meeting for the parameters on 
which the students are evaluated in the course (learning and preparation 
skills, developing knowledge and achieving goals)’. The focus groups and 
the interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim. The focus groups 
and the semi-structured interviews lasted an hour and a half each. These 
methods of data collection are viewed as appropriate methods when the 
researcher is familiar with the domain of inquiry in advance, but not 
enough to be able to anticipate the results (Marom, & Ashkenazi, 2012).

Direct observation

Additionally, in 2017, direct observations were conducted by the 
first author in two sessions (7 students in the first meeting and 8 in 
the second) to examine the entire process that took place during the 
meeting. The observation focussed on the tutors’ instructions, the art 
activity, the interactions between the students and the subsequent 
discussion. The data generated by the observation included a written 
description of the process and a transcription of the discussion. 

Procedure

The study was approved by the ethical committee of Tel Aviv University. 
All participants included in the study (students and tutors) signed an 
informed consent form. The PBL course in our department is included 
in the curriculum from the first year of studies and continues until the 
end of the fourth year. Each year students are divided into nine groups 
of 6–8 students. The groups meet once a week for two academic hours 
(90 minutes). Each group has one tutor who guides the students in the 
learning process. The PBL tutorial sessions are organised accordingly: 
students first choose a problem, read it aloud, identify and clarify 
unfamiliar terms, brainstorm questions, derive learning objectives from 
the questions, study inbetween the sessions, return to the tutorial with new 
information to discuss with the group, identify new learning objectives, 
and evaluate each other’s performance at the end of each meeting. 
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For the purpose of this study, in one meeting of the PBL course 126 
first year OT undergraduate students were asked to create a collage 
reflecting the case study they chose, followed by a discussion of the 
experience (see Figure 1). In 2016, the collage activity was scheduled for 
the fifth meeting (of 13) and in 2017 it was held in the third meeting. We 
conducted the meetings in two different timings during the course in 
order to examine whether the timing had any impact on the findings.

Prior to the meeting in which the collage activity was held, the tutors were 
given creative means for creating the collage, such as coloured magazines, 
glue, scissors, crayons, magic markers, and received an explanation of the 
process by a first-year coordinator (the second author). 

The structure of the meetings was uniform and included the following 
stages: choosing a new case study; creating an individual collage in 
twenty minutes based on the description of the case study that each 
group chose; sharing the experience with the group; selecting learning 
objectives for the next meeting, and giving or receiving feedback. Before 
creating their collages, the students received the following instructions 
from their tutors: ‘You have before you different materials. I invite you 
to use them to create your own collage that reflects your perception of 
the case study’. After creating the collage, the tutors gave the following 
instruction: ‘Now I invite you to share the creative process and its 
content with the group’. If the students found it difficult to share their 
experience, then the tutor’s role was to stimulate discussion by asking 
open-ended questions such as ‘How did you choose the pictures?’ ‘What 
does the collage present and how does it relate to the case study?’ ‘What 
did you learn about the client in the case study and about yourselves?’

Figure 1. Example of a collage (S 7)
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Data analysis

A content analysis plan based on Shkedi’s (2003) work was conducted 
in three stages: the initial review, developing mapping categories, and 
building a mapping categories tree. The initial review stage involved 
line-by-line open coding (Strauss, & Corbin, 1994): dividing the open 
questionnaires, focus groups, interviews, and direct observation 
transcript into meaningful segments, and naming segments using the 
participants’ language. The mapping stage included clustering the 
segments (from all transcripts) into initial categories and developing a 
new system of categories. The final categories were arranged in main 
and sub-categories. The researchers then specified the relationship 
between each category and the other categories and created main 
categories, while attempting to detect the relationship between them as 
part of a process of conceptualisation (Shkedi, 2003). Once the main 
categories and sub-categories were verified by returning to the data, the 
researchers organised the mapping into the categories tree (Figure 2).

Figure 2. Categories tree summarizing key findings on student and  
tutor perceptions

These three stages were undertaken by the first and the third authors 
and by a research assistant, who analysed the data at first individually 
and then with the two authors by discussing, questioning, proposing 
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alternatives, and verifying linkages throughout the coding. The research 
assistant had no prior knowledge of using art activities in higher 
education to ensure more trustworthiness results. 

The data analysis began at the end of the first year with open coding of 
the questionnaires and interviews, and identifying initial categories. At 
that stage, we decided to continue our study to obtain more information 
from the students and their tutors. At the end of the second year, we 
analysed all the data. Data from the second year strengthened the initial 
categories, although the collage activity was scheduled for different 
times during the course in each year.

Representative quotations were identified to highlight the categories. The 
reporting of this qualitative study is in accordance with the consolidated 
criteria for reporting qualitative research (Tong, Sainsbury, & Craig, 2007).

Results

Analysis of transcripts from the open questionnaires, focus groups, 
interviews, and direct observations revealed four main categories 
regarding perceptions of students and tutors about the creative art 
activity in a PBL meeting: (a) attachment to the client, (b) change in the 
meeting’s atmosphere, (c) developing learning skills, and (d) a creative 
art activity as a tool for learning, treating, and tutoring. These categories 
were found for both years 2016 and 2017, regardless of the point in time 
in which the collage meeting took place. These categories and their sub-
categories are detailed in the tree shown in Figure 2. Each main category 
will be described in detail and illustrated with excerpts from the various 
means of data collection. Students are represented by the letter S and 
tutors by the letter T.

Attachment to the client

The students reported that through the creation of the collage the 
attachment to the client described in the case study becomes more 
intense. These feelings were also reported by tutors and observed in the 
direct observations. Engaging in visual stimulation, the collage created 
a picture of the person described in the case study, led to feelings 
of closeness to the client, and raised the awareness and emotional 
involvement of students: 
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‘I had a stronger connection to the client.’ (S 1). 

‘It made me emotionally involved.’ (S 2). 

‘I see the client clearly … He felt more authentic for me.’ (S 4)

In addition, T1 stated: 

‘It gave them the opportunity to become attached to the person in the 
case study.’

In these examples, we notice that the students developed feelings of 
empathy and authenticity. For example:

‘There was a feeling that we saw the client clearly, and created a picture 
of a genuine man.’ (S 8)

Another phenomenon observed and reported by students is the 
strengthening of identification feelings. For example, when the students 
dealt with and discussed a case study that related to eating disorders, 
one student began to cry because she remembered a time when she was 
dealing with the same disorder.

One of the students (S 5) described all these phenomena well:

 ‘I felt that at this meeting I was looking at the client himself, his 
feelings, his life, not only dry statistics and data.’ 

In addition, the students and tutors reported that this meeting 
encouraged the students to turn more often to the clinical field for 
information (such as interviewing a professional team member or 
clients) in order to study their learning objectives and not to rely only 
on papers in academic journals. As a result of utilising visual means, 
followed by the development of  feelings of empathy and authenticity, 
the students obtained an understanding that they have the option of 
receiving answers to their learning objectives in the clinical field and not 
only through theoretical resources. 

Change in the meeting’s atmosphere

The structure and process of the meeting in which the students created a 
collage was somewhat different from the other meetings. It may be said 
that the structure was ‘looser’ and less strict than that of other meetings. 
Although there was a case study to investigate, the instructions were 
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general and allowed students to choose what to do in the process itself 
and in this respect, the nature of the meeting was partly ‘improvised’ 
and open to interpretation. Such a ‘loose’ structure enabled students 
to create a dialogue that fosters discovery, innovation, various 
interpretations, and the construction of a professional identity (Erez,  
& Nouri, 2010; Lave, 1996; Sawyer, 2011). 

The students reported that the change of structure and the process 
of the meeting created a change in the atmosphere. They often used 
expressions such as:

‘Refreshing’ ‚‘breaking routine’, ‘flowing’, ‘informal’, ‘does not create 
commitment/ obligation’, ‘less competitive’, and ‘causes surprise’.

S 3 described this in detail:

‘The atmosphere was calm and relaxed without the tension of sharing 
the information you prepared for class.’

Tutors used the following similar expressions to describe the meeting: 

‘Pleasant’, ‘flowing’, and ‘release’.

Students and tutors pointed out that the meeting’s structure and 
atmosphere enabled a time to think and to process thoughts and 
feelings. For example, (S 1) stated:

‘I had time to think and process my thoughts, and not in words’ and T 2 
added that: ‘ ... this atmosphere enables learning’. 

These findings led us to the third main category.

Developing learning skills 

Students and tutors reported that the meeting contributed to the 
development of professional reasoning skills, creative thinking, and 
group skills. The students pointed out that the visual means in the  
form of a collage enabled them to think more deeply and to stimulate 
previous knowledge. 

Below are quotations of two students and one tutor:

‘The magazine pictures helped me retrieve my former knowledge…’ (S 
6). ‘It stimulated me to retrieve knowledge …’ (S 7).
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‘The process helped the students create a connection with knowledge 
that they acquired in their theoretical courses’ (T 1).

In addition, students and tutors argued that the meeting contributed to 
raising learning objectives as part of the professional reasoning process. 
The variety of pictures in the magazines enabled them to think about 
inquiry objectives they would not have thought of without them. S 3 stated:

‘We have progressed in determining objectives’ and S 7: ‘It contributed 
to different inquiry objectives, more experiences, less physical’. 

T 3 agreed that creating the collage ‘raised a lot of learning objectives’.

Searching for pictures in the magazines enabled students to understand 
the client’s narrative from many different aspects, such as his 
environment, roles, and everyday occupations. For example, when a 
student discovered a picture of a family, it reminded her that the client 
had a family: 

‘I thought more about the client's occupations and his surroundings 
… I saw a tree and its roots; this reminded me that the client has a 
community and a family’ (S 6).

S 1 stated: 

‘We were able to see the different world views in the same case study 
and to see that even though we all study the same profession, we think 
differently.’

In addition, a tutor added: 

‘The client can be seen from various aspects  ... The collage reflected the 
student’s personality ... enabled her to express herself in more narrative 
thinking and less academic’(T5). 

It seems that the process of considering the client from different aspects 
(emotional, social, and cognitive) and the development of feelings of 
empathy and authenticity contributed to the development of creative 
thinking. Creative thinking means thinking about new things or thinking 
in new ways. It is thinking ‘outside the box’ (Adams, 2005). Students and 
tutors reported the development of these forms of thinking. S 10 stated:

‘(The collage) contributed to the research skills and really changed our 
patterns of thinking’ and S 7 added: 
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‘It opened my mind to a different thinking ... contributed to thinking out 
of the box ... developed our narrative thinking, enabled expression of the 
personal voice of each of us, there was room for personal interpretation.’

The tutors had similar reflections. T 4 perceived the collage as a

‘Potential for promoting creative ... thinking skills.’

One of the significant influences of the process of creating the collage 
was the development of group skills. In the PBL course, group skills 
include helping and contributing to the group, sensitivity to the 
needs of the group’s members, respect for their opinions, listening, 
communication skills, and teamwork (Scaffa, & Wooster, 2004). 
Statements of students and tutors, as well as the direct observations, 
support this process:

‘It enabled group collaboration and gave each group a place to express 
their views on the subject, and thus opened the door to a deeper 
acquaintance with the group's participants’ (S 4).

Students and tutors reported that students, who had difficulty 
expressing themselves in the group, expressed themselves better in  
this meeting: 

‘It was easier for me to speak in the group when I knew that everything 
I said was correct and not subject to criticism. In addition, there was 
someone in my group who was always afraid to speak, and suddenly, at 
the collage meeting she asked to speak first’ (S 8).

‘The visual stimulation made it easier for me to bring the content 
theoretically’ (S 11). 

And tutors made statements such as: 

‘The students were sensitive to each other’, it helped them get to know 
each other’ (T 3).

‘Their acquaintance became deeper’ (T 6).

Not only did they get to know each other better, but some students said 
that they received a different acquaintance with the tutor. 

‘It changed the dynamics with the tutor’ (S 8). 

In addition, tutors pointed out that they got to know the students better.
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Creative art activity as a learning, treating, and tutoring tool 

Since the PBL course is mostly based on verbal discussions, creating a 
collage gave students a new learning and treating tool. It also gave the 
tutors a new tutoring tool for facilitating the groups.

A student said that engaging in cutting out magazine pictures with 
scissors made her think about the difficulty the client had with using 
scissors: 

‘When I used the scissors, I thought about Daniel (the client in the case 
study) who might have a problem using scissors’ ... ‘Using the scissors 
helps understand the difficulties of the client in the case study’ (S 8). 

This quotation emphasises how creating a collage during the learning 
process was a tool that helped the students in their learning process.

Others students stated how the collage could serve as a tool in the 
intervention process in OT. S 9 said: 

‘It is an accessible means for many people and therefore an adequate 
means for treatment.’

S 14 explained: 

‘As a person who has never been in a therapeutic situation as a patient, I 
realise how easy it is to express ideas through the collage. I understand 
now why occupational therapists use the collage as a treatment tool.’

Tutors reported that the collage activity gave them the idea to integrate 
art activity in tutoring and not only in treatment: 

‘It is a means of teaching.’ ‘It is a means that may help me direct the 
students’ (T 7).

Thus, students were enriched by receiving learning and therapeutic 
tool and tutors a tutoring and teaching tool, meeting the need for active 
teaching and active learning by students. 

Discussion

The aim of the present study was to explore the impact of a creative 
art activity on health profession's students and tutors in a PBL 
course. Through open questionnaires, interviews, focus groups, 
and direct observations during the meetings, findings revealed four 
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main categories: attachment to the client, change in the meeting's 
atmosphere, developing learning skills, and a creative art activity as 
learning, treating and tutoring tool.

The findings of this study are consistent with the professional literature 
regarding the use of a creative art activity in education. The literature 
describes creative art activities as those that enable participants to 
re-experience objects, events, and identities in new ways, provide 
an opportunity for cultivating rich ideas, as well as allowing better 
understanding of themselves and stimulating thinking (Chan, 2013; Jones 
et al., 2017; Simmons, & Daley, 2013). A qualitative study conducted 
by Jones et al. (2017) explored how the creation of artwork might 
impact medical students. The authors found that students consequently 
experience enhanced awareness of those with illness, similar to what 
our findings regarding attachment to the client. A creative art activity 
allowed students to respond emotionally to illness encountered by them 
or their relatives (Jones et al. 2017). We also found that while creating the 
collage, students recalled their own and their relatives' coping with illness, 
and thus identified more closely with the client. Furthermore, our study 
revealed another aspect, which is authenticity. Authenticity is considered 
as one of the dimensions of active and constructive learning, equipping 
students with the necessary skills for their future and encouraging 
proactive learning experiences (Alt, 2016).

With regard to the category of change in the meeting’s atmosphere, our 
study supports Csikszentmihalyi’s view on the importance of context 
in the creativity process (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996). The possibility of 
performing an art activity during a PBL course created an informal 
environment with rules that were more flexible and open than in the rest 
of the meetings. Such an environment and open space gives students 
time to consolidate and conceptualise their thoughts and feelings and 
find new ideas (Hung, 2015; Gibson, 2010). Additionally, students 
were surprised to receive such a creative art activity since the other 
meetings involved verbal discussions with stricter rules. Such an element 
of surprise develops discovery, insight, and growth (Eisner, 2002). 
Consistent with other research (Chan, 2013; Eisner, 2002; Jones et al. 
2017; Simmons, & Daley, 2013) this growth was also reflected in our 
findings about learning skills such as professional reasoning and group 
skills. Using a creative art activity makes unconscious thoughts and 
feelings explicit, because it transforms them into tangible material; thus 
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participants gain opportunities to make new meanings and connections 
among their ideas and seem better able to access hidden knowledge 
(Eisner, 2002; Jones et al. 2017). As stated above, reports by students 
and tutors demonstrate that creating a collage enabled students to 
stimulate previous knowledge and to view the client from diverse 
aspects. Furthermore, the findings revealed that creating a collage 
helped students focus their learning objectives. This finding is consistent 
with the research conducted by Simmons and Daley (2013), who used 
collage in two graduate classes on identity development and in a national 
conference workshop on the same topic. Students in our study, similar 
to those in Simmons and Daley’s, reported that the learning objectives 
evolved while looking through magazines and creating a collage.

We believe that changing the atmosphere in a PBL meeting by creating 
a collage developed not only professional skills but also group skills. 
The atmosphere described by students as ‘informal’, ‘non-obligatory’, 
and ‘less competitive’ enabled students to express themselves easily. 
Additionally, creating a collage influenced how they saw themselves 
and each other, and tutors also got to know them better through 
their products and reflections on the process. The finding that a 
creative art activity develops communication and group skills is also 
supported by a study conducted by Jones et al. among medical students 
(2017). Unexpectedly and contrary to our expectations, there was no 
improvement in the participation of students from minority groups 
(who are challenged by language requirements), but as the students 
stated, the process changed the set of roles in the group, equality was 
created, and the quiet students shared more often.

The professional literature gives us a fragmented and limited picture 
of the acquisition of oral presentation skills. Oral presentation skills 
involve a combination of instructional environment variables, student 
characteristics, and their learning process and performance (Amirian, 
& Tavakoli, 2016). Lack of confidence and of self-efficacy are more 
noticeable when students must perform a task before an audience 
because students become the focal point of the class and have to share 
their information and present it orally to the class. Therefore, when 
a change was made in the atmosphere by using a creative art activity, 
students who had not been participating verbally due to various 
personal reasons participated more often.



190  Sarah Gat, Margalit Pade and Michal Avrech Bar

The fourth category found in the study was creative art activity as a 
learning, treating, and tutoring tool. This finding is similar to Simmons 
and Daley's (2013) findings whereby collage is a powerful learning tool 
for adult learners. Students in the current study reported that familiarity 
with the collage make them realise that they can use art activities as a 
tool for learning and as a therapeutic tool with their clients in the future. 
Tutors reported that they now realise that creative art activities can be 
a tutoring tool. This insight is especially important when teaching OT 
students and other health professions practitioners, who need skills 
such as creativity, communication, and professional thinking for their 
practice (Adam, Peters, & Chipchase, 2013; Lewin, & Reed, 1998).

Based on our findings we propose that the collage in the case study be 
perceived as a type of metaphor. The metaphor is a language of the right 
hemisphere of the brain; it brings to mind the inner contents charged with 
emotions and the very encounter with newly evoked feelings. Therefore, 
using metaphors makes it possible to penetrate the verbal language and 
reveal a hidden, complex dimension that touches upon inner truth (Mills, 
& Crowley, 2014). Thus, it is not surprising that we found students to 
report feelings of authenticity, empathy, and identification. Furthermore, 
the collage as a metaphor of the case study also appears to have led to 
the enhancement of thinking skills. Metaphors play a central role in 
learning processes in the acquisition of entirely new knowledge or in 
the reconstruction of existing knowledge schemes, since the metaphor 
makes it possible to look at a new concept via other well-known concepts. 
Students often face a problem that cannot be explained in their existing 
conceptual system and in order to solve the problem the metaphor offers 
a different way of looking at it. In addition, the use of metaphors aids the 
process of understanding abstract and complex concepts and promotes 
active learning (Carter, & Pitcher, 2010; Ryman, Porter, & Galbraith, 
2009). The collage as a metaphor plays a central role not only in the 
learning process but also in the teaching process, especially in terms 
of improving individual teacher performance and teaching practice 
(McCandless, 2012; Singh, 2010). This is congruent with our study 
findings as the creative art activity was a tool for learning and teaching. 

Limitations

This study has several limitations. First, the study was limited to one 
course – a PBL course – within one department, among first year OT 
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students. Thus, the perceptions of the participating students and tutors 
may not be representative of all students who participate in other courses, 
classes, or departments. Second, the participating students and tutors were 
volunteers in the study and thus may have been particularly cooperative 
and enthusiastic. However, this is a common limitation in qualitative 
research (Jones et al. 2017). Finally, there was only one meeting with a 
single activity – a collage – hence; it does not necessarily reflect results that 
would have been obtained from other art activities. We suggest studying 
the collage created by the students in additional meetings and/or studying 
other creative art activities such as painting, dancing, and poetry.

Conclusions

The current study shed new light on the advantages of integrating a 
creative art activity during an academic course in order to promote 
active learning and teaching. Specifically, the results show that the 
integration of a creative art activity such as collage in a PBL course 
changed the atmosphere of the meetings, and consequently enhanced 
learning skills. Moreover, using a creative art activity, such as 
collage, enriched the students and tutors by providing students with 
a learning and treatment tool and tutors with an instruction tools. 
Therefore, the collage as a metaphor plays a central role not only in the 
learning process but also in the teaching process in higher education. 
Furthermore, it is recommended that teachers in higher education 
implement art activities, such as a collage, in traditional teaching as well 
as in small groups. Future studies should more thoroughly explore the 
impact of creative art activities on students and teachers of the health 
professions in different educational settings. 
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Power engineering certification in Canada comprises a hierarchical, 
graduated system available to both young and adult learners. This paper 
offers insight into the knowledge gap regarding factors influencing 
Canadian power engineers’ decision to pursue advanced certification in 
the Provinces of British Columbia and Alberta, with implications for adult 
learning in the power engineering sector of Canada. Comprehension of 
factors that influence intentions for power engineering certification may 
illuminate barriers and enablers to adult learning and provide evidentiary 
knowledge to support a format that facilitates advancement of certification. 
The research methodology was quantitative correlational design in which 
linear and logistic regressions employing a modified Bonferroni equivalent 
alpha were utilised. An original survey was developed for the study and 
pilot tested for validity and reliability. The sample comprised 1st, 2nd, and 
3rd Class power engineers in British Columbia and Alberta. The dependent 
variable (DV) was the power engineers’ advancement intention. 
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In the context of this paper, advancement intention is an influence 
leading to the inclination or reluctance to pursue promotion, 
succession, or advancement in employment. The independent variables 
(IVs) were time commitment, educational support, locus of control, 
time elapsed since previous certification, responsibility, and peer 
appraisal. Revealed in the results were positive, statistically significant 
relationships between the DV of advancement intention and three of 
the six IVs. Time commitment, responsibility, and elapsed time exert 
statistically significant effects on advancement intention (DV). The 
three remaining IVs that did not exhibit significant relationships with 
the DV were educational support, locus of control, and peer appraisal. 
This indicated that the IVs of educational support, locus of control, and 
peer appraisal did not significantly influence the DV when compared 
to the significant influences of time commitment, responsibility, and 
elapsed time on the DV. Comprehension of the influential factors 
regarding the intention of Canadian power engineers to pursue 
advanced certification may assist industry and academia with 
insight into the barriers and enablers to higher certification, and the 
correlation of decision factors with advancement intention.

Keywords: Professional learning, adult education, Canadian power 
engineering, advancement.

Introduction

Canadian power engineering certification ranges from Fourth (lowest) 
to First Class (highest). Fifth Class certification was not included in 
the study. Power engineers constitute an indispensable component of 
the labour force (The Institute of Power Engineers, 2017). Canadian 
government officials mandate formal academic and practical power 
engineering certification for individuals working with pressurised 
vessels, systems, and thermodynamic processes (Safety Authority, 2017). 
The quality of evaluation in learning scenarios incorporating practical 
(practice-based) learning is critical to achieving learning outcomes 
and conferring skills and knowledge (Logue, 2017). The opportunity 
to advance is a strong motivator for career-driven individuals, and this 
motivation requires stewardship to facilitate advancement. ‘Cognitive 
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and motivational limitations exist for individuals and the constraints 
imposed upon their choices and actions within an organisation’ 
(Scott, & Davis, 2007, p. 36). The personal negotiation process 
driving the advancement decision was central to the study. How an 
individual introspectively identifies with learning and the learning 
process influences academic goal achievement (Altmann, 2011). This 
introspection is an individual’s subjective attitude or mindset towards 
learning. Anthropomorphically, the practical training component 
represents the skeleton and musculature of power engineering 
certification. The academic training component represents the brain 
and central nervous system of power engineering certification. The 
overarching power engineering program is the body, integrating the 
practical and academic elements. Power engineering offers education, 
training, and preparation extending from the operational to managerial, 
leadership, and business levels. 

The general problem central to this study was lack of understanding 
of the factors that drive Canadian power engineers’ decision to pursue 
advanced certification levels affecting the industry’s ability to fill job 
openings in regulatory-mandated senior roles. Lack of power engineers 
in the managerial echelon (First and Second Class) impedes industrial 
progress in areas such as energy exploration, power generation, and 
manufacturing in Canada (Global News, 2017). The specific problem is 
that Canadian power engineers are not pursuing advanced certification 
needed to fulfill critical positions. For example, the distribution of 
power engineers in British Columbia is five per cent, 14 per cent, 30 per 
cent and five per cent for First, Second, Third, and Fourth-Class power 
engineers, respectively (BCSA-BTAC, 2017; Safety Authority, 2017). 

Leaders and academicians require insight into factors inhibiting or 
inviting engineers to obtain higher level certification, and to gain 
perspective into the barriers and enablers to the academic and practical 
elements of adult engineering education. Contemporary approaches 
to adult learning include integration of work, home, and sociocultural 
environments with the objective of developing critical thinking and 
problem-solving skills, and to augment self-awareness (Allen, & Withey, 
2017; Logue, 2017). The purpose of this study was to explore the presence 
of relationships between the IVs (time commitment, educational support, 
locus of control, time elapsed since previous certification, responsibility, 
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and peer appraisal) and the DV (advancement intention). Understanding 
these relationships may assist in implementing measures that will reduce 
specific labour shortages in Canada’s Power and Energy industries. In 
Canada, for the period of 2011–2020, power engineering related job 
openings derivative of expansion and replacement demands are projected 
to rise to 11,310 with only 8,109 job seekers available for these positions 
(Working in Canada, 2012).

Examined in this study were the influence of predominantly structural 
(time commitment, elapsed time, access to educational support) 
and predominantly humanistic (locus of control, responsibility, peer 
appraisal) decision factors (variables) upon the decision to advance. 
Structural or humanistic labels cannot be absolutely assigned to each 
variable, as they are not mutually exclusive and may coexist within 
a variable. However, for the purposes of this paper, the six IVs were 
assigned as either structural or humanistic. Identifying which factors 
were amenable to intervention may provide avenues to support 
advancement. Saar, Täht, and Roosalu (2014) similarly classified 
barriers (variables) to continuing adult education as situational 
(structural/humanistic), institutional (structural), and dispositional 
(structural/humanistic). 

The study variables chosen were predicated upon the primary author’s 
20 years of direct experience as a power engineer, conversations and 
investigations during these years with a wide spectrum of industry and 
academic personnel, participation on power engineering, academic and 
technical advisory committees, higher-level education, and practical 
and academic exposure to the advancement process. Additionally, the 
identification of the study variables is rooted in Herzberg’s Two-factor 
theory of motivators and hygiene factors (Hunter, 2012; Reif, 1975; 
Tuwei, Matelong, Boit, & Tallam, 2013; Yang, 2011) and supporting 
models including Maslow’s hierarchy (Bille, 1978; Hunter, 2012; 
Johnson & Mortimer, 2011; Loscocco, 1989; Martin & Tuch, 1993), 
attribution theory (Ghonsooly & Shirvan, 2011; Jarvis, 2005; Weiner, 
1979), and expectancy theory (Latane, Williams, & Harkins, 1979; Tyagi, 
2010). For example, Herzberg’s motivators and hygiene factors relate to 
the variables in this study, as motivators and hygiene factors may create 
the appropriate conditions for job satisfaction, or not detract from job 
satisfaction, as influences on the advancement decision. 
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The study was guided by the following research questions: What is the 
relationship between power engineers’ intention to: (a) upgrade and the 
time commitment associated with First- or Second-Class certification? 
(b) upgrade and access to educational support for First or Second-Class 
certification? (c) upgrade and locus of control associated with First- or 
Second-Class certification? (d) upgrade and time elapsed since previous 
certification? (e) upgrade and the level of responsibility associated 
with First or Second-Class certification? (f) upgrade and peer appraisal 
associated with First or Second-Class certification? The null and 
alternative hypotheses reflect the research questions.

Power engineers ascending the class hierarchy face time commitment 
demands. The power engineer determines whether potential rewards 
associated with advancement warrant the additional time commitment 
to the workplace (Koubova, & Buchko, 2013). It is appropriate to assess 
work as a single constituent of life satisfaction, instead of the primary 
component in terms of life-work balance (Koubova, & Buchko, 2013). 
Relinquishing leisure or family time affects the family unit (Mubanga, & 
Nyanhete, 2013). Access to educational support is critical in self-directed 
learning and career advancement, while self-directed learners carried the 
most responsibility for deciding what was to be learned, and the method 
and rate of learning (Confessore, & Kops, 1998; Thurasamy, Lo, Amri, & 
Noor, 2011). Regardless of age, a gap (elapsed time) in academic study 
has implications for each individual (Znidarsic, 2012). How a student 
introspectively identifies with learning and the learning process influences 
academic goal achievement (Altmann, 2011). The individual considering 
upgrading after years of non-study is characterised as a mature learner, 
who must manage habits and behaviours embedded by experience 
(Willans, & Seary, 2011). The concept of responsibility is a subjective 
attribute of decision makers. Levels of responsibility untenable to one 
individual are manageable to another. The consequences of responsibility 
for the individual are not entirely positive (Hall, & Ferris, 2011). The 
manner in which their peers perceive and appraise others is a strong driver 
of behaviour, while fear of failure and accompanying judgment can eclipse 
the desire to advance, contingent upon the significance of the activity to 
the individual (Bélanger, Lafrenière, Vallerand, & Kruglanski, 2013). 

The locus of control variable, while not identified in the analysis as 
statistically significant, is contextually relevant with the study variables. 
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An individual’s locus of control orientation dictates how an individual 
perceives personal control over his/her life. Individuals possessing 
internal control loci accredit outcomes as consequences of personal 
actions (Igbeneghu, & Popoola, 2011). Individuals possessing an 
external locus of control assign outcomes to unmanageable phenomena 
such as luck, fate, or destiny (Igbeneghu & Popoola, 2011). Comparable 
studies in direct alignment with Canadian power engineering attraction/
retention and advancement intention are few. Existing literature related 
to advancement intention and the six decision factors comprising each 
IV was available for consideration independently. Governing concepts 
were value system drivers including Herzberg’s two-factor theory, 
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, locus of control, expectancy, prospect and 
attribution theories. 

Method and design 

A quantitative method was employed to collect and analyse numerical 
data using a five-point Likert-type ordinal-level survey as the data 
collection instrument. A survey instrument was appropriate for the 
quantification of subjective variables for correlational analysis. Likert-
type scales are insensitive to linear transformation (Dobrovolny, & 
Fuentes, 2008). Quantitative studies provide a broader view of the 
phenomena under investigation (Hahs-Vaughn, & Lomax, 2013; Walker, 
& Madden, 2012). Statistical analysis comprised correlational analysis 
employing Spearman’s rho, multiple linear regression (MLR) to generate 
multiple correlational values, and ordinal (ordered) logistic regression 
(OLR) using a modified Bonferroni equivalent alpha. Once Institutional 
Review Board (IRB) approval was secured, the survey instrument was 
pilot-tested antecedent to the main study data collection. The research 
design using Spearman’s rho and MLR to generate correlations, 
followed with OLR to generate odds ratios, was appropriate to identify 
if the intent to upgrade fluctuates with decision factors. Spearman’s 
rho tested the null hypotheses and determined if particular decision 
factors corresponded with advancement intention. Spearman’s rho is 
a very commonly used correlative measure when analysing data that 
are not interval-level and assesses covariance between two variables 
(Hahs-Vaughn, & Lomax, 2013; Walker, & Madden, 2012). OLR is 
appropriate in cases where the DV is an ordinal variable, and when 
the researcher seeks to determine the extent to which one or more 
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predictors affect this ordinal DV (Harrell, 2015; Hosmer, & Lemeshow, 
2004; Orme, & Combs-Orme, 2009). The design aligned with study 
objectives of determining the presence or absence of correlations 
between advancement intention and decision factors influencing 
advancement intention. Study weaknesses may be related to the weaker 
non-probability convenience sampling method (Christensen, Johnson, & 
Turner, 2011), and a smaller sample size limiting the potential to detect 
true relationships among the study variables (Vogt, 2007).

Sample

The population consisted of Canadian certified power engineers working 
primarily in registered, First Class facilities (BC Power Engineer, 2013 
in British Columbia and Alberta. The population of First, Second, and 
Third-Class engineers (Statistics Canada, 2011) was estimated at 4700. 
The total population figure is difficult to confirm since once an individual 
attains certification, it is seldom re-registered. The electronic survey 
link was emailed to each facility Chief Power Engineer who acted as the 
facility contact agent. The contact agent then emailed the link to all First, 
Second, and Third-Class Power Engineers at their facility. Chief Power 
Engineers are the ideal contact agents for distribution of the survey link to 
their power engineering employees. The Chief Engineer has direct control 
over power engineers at their respective facility and ensures that power 
engineers meet regulatory requirements. The Chief Power Engineers were 
asked to encourage survey participation. Initially, a target sample size of a 
minimum of 150 participants was approximated for the main study. The 
figure was established through incipient communication with the facility 
contact agents and a priori power analyses. A priori power analyses were 
conducted in G*Power 3.1.9.2 specifying a correlation and assuming a 
bivariate normal model was used. 

A priori analyses are performed before a study is conducted as a 
method for determining sample size and controlling statistical power 
(Bredenkamp, 1969; Hager, 2006). Additional specifications consisted 
of a one-tailed test, an alpha of 0.05, a minimum statistical power of 
0.80, a weak correlation of 0.2, along with a null hypothesis of zero 
correlation (Faul, Erdfelder, Lang, & Buchner, 2007). The results of the 
analysis indicated a minimum sample size of 153 in order to achieve 
a minimum statistical power of 0.80. The initial estimated attainable 
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sample from the participating facilities was approximately 440. The 
survey generated 338 responses from the sample of 440, resulting in 
a 77% response rate. The 338 initial survey responses were reduced to 
298 as a result of missing or incomplete responses. Many of the power 
engineer participants work on a shift schedule and have access to a 
common work computer terminal. While multiple users (employees) use 
the same terminal, each employee had a unique, personal email address. 
Survey Monkey software allows multiple responses from the same 
Internet Provider address. Consequently, the data collection tool was 
designed for ease of use in terms of multiple users on a single terminal, 
time management, and simplicity. 

Instrument

A survey instrument was appropriate for the quantification of subjective 
variables for correlational analysis (Dobrovolny, & Fuentes, 2008), as 
the Likert-type scale is insensitive to linear transformation. Likert-type 
scale questions provide specific information. The researcher can sum the 
answers to the questions to get an overall rating, with composite rating 
scales tending to be more accurate than answers to single questions 
(Vogt, 2007). The survey was comprised of original questions plus 
validated, peer-reviewed locus of control survey questions (see Appendix 
A). An existing adaptable survey could not be located for use with the 
study. The original survey questions were conceptualised and adapted 
based on the research questions and hypotheses. The 23-question 
original survey contained one question for the DV of advancement 
intention. The IVs were represented by the following number of survey 
questions: (a) time commitment (4 questions); (b) educational support 
(4 questions); (c) locus of control (3 questions); (d) elapsed time (4 
questions); (e) responsibility (3 questions); and (f) peer appraisal (4 
questions) (see Appendix A). 

Several validated peer-reviewed locus of control survey questions (Sapp, 
& Harrod, 1993), from an existing survey, were integrated with the 
original survey questions to form a single survey. The locus of control 
validated survey questions were added to properly address the locus 
of control variable in the context of the study. The original survey 
instrument generated for the power engineering study was tested for 
validity and reliability. Pilot testing consisted of construct validity 
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testing via factor analysis, reliability testing (internal consistency) using 
Cronbach’s alpha, and content validity testing using Lawshe’s CVR 
(Kline, 2014; Lawshe, 1975; Yurdugul, 2008). Cronbach’s alpha is a 
measure of internal consistency or scale reliability for the original survey 
instrument used in this study. Cronbach’s alpha determined the extent 
to which the items in the survey are related. For the original survey, 
the Cronbach’s alpha value exceeded the acceptable threshold of 0.7 
(Nunnaly, & Bernstein, 1994). 

The appropriate pilot study sample size for pilot testing the data 
collection instrument (survey) was determined via G*Power as with 
the main study. A priori power analysis indicated a sample size of 
approximately 30 for the pilot study. Pilot testing required three 
iterations, with 31 respondents per iteration, before establishing 
acceptable construct validity, reliability/internal consistency, and 
content validity. The result of the final pilot test indicated an acceptable 
factor structure for construct validity from the rotated component 
matrix of 0.803 to 0.913 (The importance of pilot studies, 2001). 
Cronbach’s alpha values exceeded 0.7 on the third pilot test and were 
deemed acceptable (Yurdugul, 2008). The calculated Lawshe’s CVR for 
the pilot study was 0.92, which exceeded the acceptable threshold value 
of 0.56 (Lawshe, 1975). Therefore, the survey instrument was deemed 
appropriate for use in the main study. Pilot study data were downloaded 
directly from the Survey Monkey database into a Statistical Product and 
Service Solutions (SPSS v24) data file and statistically analysed using 
SPSS software. The data for the pilot study were not included in the data 
used for the main study. 

Data collection

Consistent with individual participant protections, collected data 
were treated as undifferentiated to protect organisational identity 
and unsolicited exposure. Data were collected in a non-interventional 
manner without manipulating the IVs or disturbing the population. The 
informed consent form was embedded in the electronic survey. Data was 
collected electronically via a survey link emailed to each facility Chief 
Engineer (contact agent). The contact agent then emailed the link to all 
First, Second, and Third-Class Power Engineers at their facility.
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Analysis

Initially, Likert-type scale responses were coded from (strongly disagree 
= 1) to (strongly agree = 5). The coding was reversed to (strongly agree 
= 1) to (strongly disagree = 5) prior to uploading the data to the SPSS 
data file. The data were recoded with the reversed coding so that SPSS 
comparisons could be made with ‘strongly disagree’ as the base category. 
For OLR, SPSS makes comparisons with the highest coded (numbered) 
category as the base category. During data analysis Spearman’s rho 
was used to evaluate the degree to which the relationship between 
two variables can be explained via a monotonic function. OLR was 
chosen to follow Spearman’s rho to add methodological strength to the 
analysis. Spearman’s rho served to test for the existence, magnitude, 
and direction of the relationship between two non-normally distributed 
measures, making this test an appropriate choice for the current study 
(Hahs-Vaughn, & Lomax, 2013). Ordinal-level measurement aligns with 
Likert-type scales and Spearman’s rho, as well as OLR analysis. The 
summative benefit of following Spearman’s rho with OLR methodology 
is that the impact of each IV on the DV is determined through OLR, 
while controlling for all other IVs included in the analysis (Harrell, 2015; 
Hosmer, & Lemeshow, 2004; Orme, & Combs-Orme, 2009). Following 
Spearman’s rho and multiple regressions with OLR provides the 
researcher with correlation values and odds ratios as composite tools for 
investigation of research hypotheses. 

A modified Bonferroni equivalent -α of 0.0083 was calculated for this 
study to manage Type 1 error. Since numerous statistical tests were 
employed, a modified Bonferroni equivalent alpha was generated to 
account for cumulative error resulting from myriad tests. The objective 
of the modified Bonferroni adjustment was to make it difficult for a 
single test to be more statistically significant than another test (Jaccard, 
& Wan, 1996; Holland, & Copenhaver, 1988; Holm, 1979). As the 
Bonferroni equivalent -α calculated for this study was 0.0083, for tests 
using the same database, the Bonferroni adjusted level of significance 
had to be less than or equal to 0.0083 in order to obtain statistical 
significance for any one test. A probability value of less than 0.0083 for 
a single test would be deemed statistically significant. Conversely, a test 
statistic would be deemed non-significant if it resulted in a probability 
value greater than 0.0083. 
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Results 

Revealed in the results were positive and significant relationships 
between the DV of advancement intention and three of the six IVs. 
Time commitment, responsibility, and elapsed time exert a statistically 
significant effect on advancement intention. The IVs were initially analyzed 
with Spearman’s rho as high-level screening criteria, prior to MLR and 
OLR, to determine if the IV should be included in a predictive model.

Positive and statistically significant relationships were observed between 
(i) time commitment [(r = 0.70, r2 = 0.49, p < 0.001)] / [Exp_B = 4.524 
(95% CI, 3.129 to 6.542), Wald χ2(1) = 64.357, p < 0.001] and the DV, 
(ii) responsibility [(r = 0.52, r2 = 0.27, p > 0.001)] / [Exp_B = 2.471 
(95% CI, 1.467 to 4.163), Wald χ2(1) = 11.554, p = 0.001] and the DV, 
and (iii) time elapsed [(r = 0.50, r2 = 0.25, p < 0.001)] / [Exp_B = 0.343 
(95% CI, 0.226 to 0.521), Wald χ2(1) = 25.178, p < 0.001] and the DV. 

Study findings failed to confirm the presence of statistically significant 
relationships between (i) educational support [(r = 0.41, r2 = 0.17, p < 
0.001)] / [Exp_B = 0.851 (95% CI, 0.538 to 1.347), Wald χ2(1) = 0.473,  
p = 0.492], (ii) locus of control [(r = 0.18, r2 = 0.03, p = 0.054)] / 
[Exp_B = 0.732 (95% CI, 0.503 to 1.064), Wald χ2(1) = 2.675, p = 
0.102], and (iii) peer appraisal [(r = 0.34, r2 = 0.12, p > 0.001)] / 
[Exp_B = 1.374 (95% CI, 0.827 to 2.284), Wald χ2(1) = 1.503, p = 0.22] 
and the DV.

Statistically significant results for time-based variables (time 
commitment and time elapsed) were anticipated and intuitive. 
Statistically significant results for responsibility, while intuitive, were 
less predictable as personal predispositions toward responsibility vary. 
The lack of a statistically significant effect for locus of control on the 
DV was surprising given the behavioural (introversion/extroversion) 
influences on decision-making. 

Discussion 

Canadian power engineering certification comprises both academic 
and practical components. The academic component is delivered via 
an educational institute and constitutes formal learning. The practical 
learning component is delivered in the workplace environment and 



208  Clayton Mullen and Yohannes Mariam

encompasses field-based learning and exposure to processes, which 
may include pressurized vessels, systems, and thermodynamic 
operations. The practical component, while equally important, is less 
formalized than the academic portion of power engineering training 
and certification. Akinsooto and Akpomuje (2018) described four 
stages of informal learning: (a) tacit (socialization); (b) incidental 
(unintentional); (c) explicit (partially intentional); and (d) self-directed 
(fully intentional). Informal learning exists, in differing proportions, 
in both academic and practical learning processes. The power engineer 
pursuing certification through academic and practical avenues may 
move along the continuum from tacit to self-directed learning in the 
same subject matter area from both academic and practical perspectives. 
Focus on formal and informal learning processes is fundamental to 
acquiring knowledge in both academic and practical environments. 
The three IVs displayed significant relationships with the DV are time 
commitment, responsibility, and time elapsed. 

Time commitment 

The statistically significant value for time commitment (T-Average) 
at 5% level of significance (p = 0.001), was less than the modified 
Bonferroni equivalent alpha of 0.0083. Exp_B or the odds ratio 
indicates the likelihood of an event occurring. The Exp_B value of 4.524 
indicated that an increase in time commitment is associated with power 
engineers being more committed to certification upgrade (advancement 
intention). For every one-unit increase on the five-point Likert-type 
scale response for time commitment, a 4.524-fold increase exists in 
the likelihood of committing to upgrading. If time commitment can 
be favourably influenced, commitment to upgrade can be theoretically 
influenced 4.524 times. Whether it is the estimate coefficients or Exp_B, 
when the variable is statistically significant, its estimates fall within the 
95% confidence interval.

Responsibility 

A statistically significant p-value (Sig) of 0.001 for responsibility 
was achieved and was less than the modified Bonferroni equivalent 
of 0.0083. The Exp_B (odds ratio) of 2.471 signified that a one unit 
increase in responsibility is associated with an increase in the odds of 
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being likely to commit to certificate upgrade (advancement intention). 
Simply, for one (1) unit increase on the 5-point Likert-type scale 
response, a 2.471-fold increase exists in the likelihood of committing to 
upgrading. If responsibility can be framed favourably, commitment to 
upgrade can be theoretically influenced 2.471 times. 

Time elapsed 

A significant p-value (Sig) of < 0.001 for elapsed time was generated, 
which is less than the modified Bonferroni equivalent of .0083. The 
Exp_B value for elapsed time is 0.343. For elapsed time, the odds 
ratio multiplier approximates 0.31. An odds ratio of 0.31 (i.e., 69% 
decrease in the odds ratio), indicates a one unit increase in elapsed 
time is associated with a 69% decrease in the odds of being likely to 
commit to certificate upgrade (advancement intention). Note that the 
elapsed time variable, instinctively, has an inverse relationship with 
advancement intention. Positive responses to the survey question 
for this variable indicate elapsed time as an obstacle to certification 
advancement. To ameliorate the conceivable negative effect of elapsed 
time on advancement intention, mitigation strategies are required. 
Implementing incentives to encourage upgrading may minimise the 
adverse effects of elapsed time on advancement intention. 

Conclusion 

Time commitment 

Intuitively, increasing time committed to a task (e.g. upgrading) will 
confer positive outcomes toward task completion. Increasing time 
committed to a task elevates the potential for task completion. Power 
engineers as adult learners (>18 years) deciding to pursue advanced 
certification, by implication, make the choice to increase their workload 
through the addition of time devoted to study and homework in a mass 
balance exercise. Time relinquished to one function must be subtracted 
from another function. Attitudes toward study and homework play a 
large role in academic achievement as students gain maturity and enter 
a self-regulated learning environment (Chang, Wall, Tare, Golonka, & 
Vatz, 2014). Once the decision is made to pursue higher certification, 
arming power engineers with information relevant to effective time 
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management strategies is recommended to facilitate advancement. 
Effective learning requires objectives meaningful, actions designed to 
support the objectives, and effort expended to indicate achievement of 
these objectives (Macdougall, Epstein, & Highet, 2017). 

Chang et al. (2014) reported a positive association between time 
committed to study and homework, and the potential for facilitating 
successful outcomes. These potentials include quality of instruction, 
academic motivation, and intellectual ability (see also Chang et al., 2014), 
as factors important in encouraging the pursuit and sustainment of the 
desire for additional learning. The results of the current study denoting 
the benefits of increasing time committed to class level upgrading are 
supported in the literature, though not directly in terms of the power 
engineering discipline. Time committed to homework and study 
extended the time to learn outside the classroom and enhanced academic 
learning possibly through priming the active cognitive processing and 
learning functions (Cooper, 1989, 2001; Mayer, 2011; Rawson, Stahovich, 
& Mayer, 2016). Engagement is the amount of time that a student 
commits to a task, and operates as a mechanism to influence learning 
outcomes, as indicated by achievement (Rawson et al., 2016). 

Responsibility 

An increased level of responsibility associated with the job role, whether 
real or perceived, has different implications for each individual. 
Responsibility is a subjective concept that cannot be unequivocally 
expressed through conversation or literature. Additional quantitative, 
qualitative, or mixed methods research may enhance comprehension 
of responsibility as a key construct in accordance with the specific 
research area under investigation. An individuals’ affinity or repulsion 
for the challenge of responsibility must be learned and appreciated 
through practical experience and may either attract or deter the power 
engineer considering advancement. Creating attractive conditions 
surrounding job role responsibilities may attract the power engineer 
seeking greater challenges or encourage the power engineer who may 
be indecisive regarding upgrading. Job and career satisfaction tend 
to make employees enthusiastic in their work and provides a greater 
sense of responsibility (Kong, Cheung, & Zhang, 2010). The survey 
results indicated that responding affirmatively to statements framing 
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responsibility favourably correlated with an affirmative response to 
seeking advanced certification.

The power engineer pursuing advanced certification, and potentially 
a senior position with greater responsibility, will consider methods of 
adapting and managing this responsibility. The individual may conform 
to the job role, reject the job role, shape or modify the job role, or within 
limits, create a more idiosyncratically acceptable role (Afiouni, & Karam, 
2014). The astute manager or leader may assist to align entry into this 
role, within organisational limits, to suit an appropriate candidate in 
terms of role indoctrination and adapting to increased and changing 
demands (Afiouni, & Karam, 2014). As a recommendation, arranging 
probationary or trial periods in senior job roles accord the power 
engineer with exposure to new levels of responsibility. The probationary 
role ideally will provide the power engineer with job experience at a 
senior level, permits the employee to determine their suitability for the 
role, and allows managers to temporarily fill the position and examine 
specific candidates for the roles. 

Time elapsed 

The elapsed time variable, instinctively, has an inverse relationship 
with advancement intention. As the temporal gap between previously 
achieved certification and exposure to the study increases, presumably, 
advancement intention decreases. Cook (2010) cited that adult learners 
encountered different obstacles than full-time students in traditional 
academic environments. Elapsed time, or time passed, cannot be 
recovered. To ameliorate the conceivable negative effect of elapsed 
time on advancement intention, mitigation strategies are required. 
Implementing incentives to encourage upgrading may minimise the 
adverse effects of elapsed time on advancement intention. A similar 
inverse relationship was indicated in the literature review (Igbeneghu, 
& Popoola, 2011) between organisational commitment and the degree of 
an individual’s predisposition to externality (external locus of control).

Incentives must serve joint objectives of both the power engineer 
and management. If management and the employee have divergent 
objectives, positive outcomes are unlikely. Will (2015) stated that the 
method for changing perceptions regarding negative influences (e.g. 
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elapsed time) might not be shared by both management and employees 
(see also Klein, & Sorra, 1996; Kotter, & Schlesinger, 2008; Lines, 
2004; Rumelt, 1995; Zeffane, 1995). The initial step in encouraging the 
power engineer is to create the desire to upgrade, notwithstanding the 
temporal gap since prior certification or academic study. Management 
must work with employees to determine the type of incentives that 
may positively influence employee behaviour (Aisha, & Hardjomidjojo, 
2013). Similar to the variables of time commitment and responsibility, 
creating an upgrading plan involving the power engineer and leadership 
may produce the ideal environment for a positive outcome. 

The power engineer contemplating advancement after a lapse in time 
may have myriad motivations including enhancing their ability to 
compete in a knowledge-based environment (Ahmad, Abiddin, Badusah, 
& Pang, 2009: Lee, & Pang, 2014) or to fulfill the need to transfer 
effective learning skills to the workplace (see also Madsen, & Wilson, 
2006; Nirodha, Amaratunga, & Haigh, 2014). The power engineer, 
as an adult learner, may also be confronted with obstacles involving 
weak study practices, adapting to technology, time management, 
and anxiety stemming from a changing environment. The variables 
in the current study were segregated into structural and humanistic 
components. Barriers and enablers to upgrading may also be separated 
into structural/humanistic or cognitive/physical constituents (Cook, 
2010). A critical task for the power engineer, managers, leaders, and the 
educational institution is to evaluate the obstacles for each individual, 
prior to engaging with academic pursuits (Turcotte, 2015). Identifying 
and removing obstacles prior to certification upgrade may reduce 
anxiety for the power engineer and enhance confidence. 

Locus of control 

The locus of control variable, after analysis, did not indicate an 
acceptable correlation for inclusion in the predictive model. However, 
locus of control is a transitive variable with the potential to largely 
influence inherent decision-making processes and subsequently, more 
discreet decision components such as career path, educational pursuits, 
relationships, and leadership predispositions. The primary author’s 
experience indicates that this variable has the potential to perceptively 
influence the other IVs in the study, through the transitive properties of 
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personal control loci. Internal or external loci held by the participants 
may affect responses to survey questions probing time commitments, 
requirements for support, elapsed time since previous certification, 
responsibility assessments, and peer appraisal. Personality factors 
derivative of locus of control, such as introversion/extroversion and 
leader/follower orientation may relate to advancement intention. 

In conclusion, advancement intention and decision variables such 
as time commitment, effect of lapses in times on study, educational 
support systems, moderating effects of responsibility, peer appraisal, 
and locus of control were studied. The results of the study provide sound 
evidence for the presence of significant relationships between the IVs 
of time commitment, responsibility, and elapsed time with the DV of 
advancement intention. The study was conducted in western Canada. 
However, the method employed, and the findings could be potentially 
applicable to the rest of Canada, as well as to other countries that exhibit 
similar power engineering advancement guidelines. The findings of the 
present study clearly include conditions that may enhance or facilitate 
advancement in power engineer class and conditions that may attract 
and/or retain power engineers. Potential exists for application of study 
findings in other fields requiring formal certification. 

Investigated in the current study were the theoretical (academic) and 
practical (operational) elements of power engineering certification, 
and the power engineering archetype. The elements are pervasive and 
inherent to many career paths including information management, 
science-based study, and business. Preparation and training for power 
engineering encompasses quantitative aspects similar to the disciplines of 
hard science and qualitative aspects inherent to business, management, 
and leadership. The focus of the current study was to understand the 
bridging mechanisms required to enable both quantitative and qualitative 
aspects in the power engineer. The understanding is valuable for general 
preparation and career path development. 

Canadian power engineering offers an attractive career path. The power 
engineering discipline integrates practical field-level work experience 
with rigorous academic study through a graduated and progressive 
certification hierarchy. Power engineering sets the foundation for 
advancement in industry and academia, in conjunction with the desires 
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and needs of the power engineer. Training in power engineering accrues 
benefits for the individual, industry, and academia. 

Limitations 

Limitations may arise from the validity and reliability of the pilot 
study for the original survey. Employing ‘combined’ measures with 
OLR, rather than ‘individual’ measures, reduced the overall number 
of tests required in the analysis. Fewer tests assisted to manage Type 
1 error, but when combining measures into a single measure for the 
purposes of analysis, reliability needs to be sufficiently high for this to 
be appropriate (Bland, & Altman, 1997). The results of the study were 
also limited by the number of participants available to participate in 
the survey. Wildfires in the Fort McMurray region (The Globe and Mail, 
2016), and the lower commodity price for oil (Patterson, 2016; Low oil 
prices, 2015) adversely affected the facilities and the sample responses. 
As convenience sampling was used in the current study, any results 
obtained can only be applied to the sample analysed. To the extent 
that the characteristics of the convenience sample resembled or could 
be used to represent certified power engineers in other provinces, the 
results of the study can be important to interprovincial-certified, power 
engineering community. The generalisation of results found to the 
population from which the sample was derived, or any other population, 
would need to be tentative at best. The sample was limited to two 
Canadian provinces, with the results being less generalisable to other 
geographical areas. This paper provides a foundational quantitative 
platform for further power engineering research.

Recommendations for future research 

Locus of control was considered in the current study as an influence 
on advancement intention. A future qualitative study with a focus on 
personal control loci may produce deeper and more meaningful results 
with a different sample. Locus of control predispositions are rarely 
polarised as fully internal or fully external. An internalised locus does 
not presuppose complete free will. An externalised locus does not 
presuppose a completely deterministic universe. Positions along the 
locus of control continuum represent individual perspectives, thought, 
values, needs, motivations, and situatedness. If the astute manager, 
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leader, or academic can recognise these positional elements in an 
individual, they may leverage the attributes to support and develop the 
individual aspiring to succeed. Further research on locus of control in 
relation to decision-making is recommended. Loci of control factors 
are fertile areas for further academic investigation, perhaps through 
cross-sectional or longitudinal studies to investigate causation. Future 
research should also include similarly affected industries confronted 
with the challenge of recruiting 1st and 2nd Class Power Engineers, and 
an investigation of the cultures in affected organisations for similarities 
and differences. 

Research regarding the joint management of change between 
stakeholders and principals involved in the change process is 
recommended. Changes are required to overcome barriers and 
enhance enablers to the upgrading process. In the current study, the 
stakeholders are power engineers, and industry and academic agents. 
Change requires postulating the problem, generating hypotheses, and 
testing for relationships between conjectural solutions and outcomes. 
Tucker, Hendy, & Barlow (2015) cited change theory as a predictive 
assumption regarding the relationship between desired changes and 
the actions that might affect the changes (see also Kezar, Gehrke, & 
Elrod, 2015). The stakeholders as change agents ideally work as a 
team, but with specifically identified roles for enabling an upgrading or 
advancement process. Tucker, Hendy and Barlow (2015) contended that 
facilitating change in healthcare organisations required clarity of role 
assignments in the change process. Role assignment is a determining 
factor for improving change management processes (Greenhalgh, 
Robert, Macfarlane, Bate, & Kyriakidou, 2004). Research in the area 
of change agency may be generalisable to many areas in industry and 
academia, including power engineering. Change agency is a central 
aspect in the decision to pursue advancement certification. The power 
engineer, or adult learner, must remove obstacles to advancement 
through changing internal or external aspects of the learning process to 
facilitate advancement. The ability to manage change creates conditions 
for learning and advancement. 
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Identifying and fulfilling adult learners’ needs is critical to 
instructional designs aimed at enhancing their achievement and 
self-empowerment. In reviewing different theories and perspectives 
on adult learning and online and blended learning (OBL), it is 
noteworthy that there is not a comprehensive framework to guide 
the design of OBL environments that meet adult learners’ needs, and 
that are underpinned by adult learning theories, online knowledge 
construction, motivational theories, and technological acceptance 
models. In this respect, the theory of existence, relatedness, and growth 
(ERG) (Alderfer, 1972) is applicable to interpret different types of 
needs to sustain learning motivation. Employing the ERG theory as the 
overarching framework, the purpose of this paper is to capture adult 
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learners’ needs from both positivist and subjectivist perspectives. In 
other words, the identified needs are to help adult learners optimally 
perform the learning activities designed to achieve the learning 
goals on the one hand, and to sustain their motivation during the 
learning process on the other hand. Thus, the framework is helpful 
for practitioners, curriculum developers, and researchers who are in 
search of a theoretical background for both instructional design and 
empirical investigation.

Keywords: online/blended learning, adult learners, learning needs

Introduction

The conceptualisation and evaluation of adult learners’ needs are 
crucial in designing learning environments (Isman, 2011). Fulfilling 
the needs of adult learners is more likely to bring about high-quality 
learning. While traditional learning environments have been gradually 
transformed into those of a technology-mediated nature, instructional 
designers and instructors of online and blended learning (OBL) are 
lacking a conceptual framework that underlines the needs of adult 
learners. In addressing the challenges adult educators encounter 
when it comes to teaching and learning in an OBL environment, Shea 
(2006) provides a pertinent account. The author postulates that efforts 
should be devoted to understanding ‘how learning generally occurs; 
how it occurs among adult learners, and how it occurs in technology-
mediated environments’ (Shea, 2006, p. 20). Laurillard (2012) believes 
that learning theories have not changed to a great extent with the 
introduction of technologies. Different perspectives and theories such as 
experiential learning, inquiry learning, socio-constructivism, and more 
recently transformative learning still reserve a major role in explaining 
how learners acquire knowledge in formal settings (Laurillard, 2012). 
However, a significant contribution that technologies have made in 
the field of instructional design is that they have leveraged students’ 
learning to a markedly higher cognitive level than traditional forms 
of teaching (McLoughlin, & Lee, 2008). Emerging technologies and 
learning platforms have allowed students access to learning resources 
in various formats, interactive tools for collaborative works, web-
based activities, and scaffolding tools for information searches, self-
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assessment, monitoring, receiving feedback and progress tracking 
(Laurillard, 2012). These functionalities offered by technology-mediated 
learning environments have changed the nature of students’ learning, 
empowering them to be more self-directed learners. Such changes do 
not occur naturally, notwithstanding. Thus, a conceptual framework 
to understand adult learners’ needs in an OBL environment is of 
significance. This is because instructional designers and instructors 
should know what they need from technologies before they can 
effectively use them for educational purposes. Otherwise, the teaching 
is more likely to risk being technologically driven, but not pedagogically 
driven (Laurillard, 2012).

Against this background, this paper reviews relevant theoretical and 
empirical research on adult learners’ needs and proposes a model to 
conceptualise adult learners’ needs, employing the existence, growth, 
and relatedness theory (ERG) (Alderfer, 1972) as the overarching 
framework. More specifically, we examine how adult learners’ needs 
are defined from different perspectives, critically appraise existing 
frameworks and research on adult learners’ needs, and synthesise these 
perspectives into one comprehensive framework guided by ERG theory 
(Alderfer, 1972).

Adult learners needs: definition and literature review

Learner needs: conceptualisation

The concept of learners’ needs and learning are most prominent in 
adult education (Wiltshire, 1973). Boone, Safrit, and Jones (2002, 
cited in Ayers, 2011) mention that the failure of programs to address 
adult learners’ immediate interests results in a lack of motivation. 
According to Ayers (2011), adult scholars expose certain concerns 
regarding adult learners’ ability to adequately justify their learning 
needs. For example, adult learners may express ‘trivial wants’ rather 
than genuine needs (Archembault, 1957, cited in Ayers, 2011). By 
continually responding to adult learners’ expressed needs, Ayers (2011, 
p. 3) cautions that instructional designers and instructors are acting 
with a ‘customer service mentality’. Previously, Brookfield (1986) also 
shares this standpoint and warns that instructional designers may 
prevent adult learners from achieving essential learning goals if the 
program is so contingent on adult learners’ specific needs. Ayers (2011) 
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argues that by maintaining that adult learners’ needs should be filtered 
through the instructors’ philosophical lens, Knowles (1984) has raised 
certain ambiguities concerning the role of instructional designers and 
instructors in defining learning needs. 

Pearce (1995) proposes two major philosophical beliefs influencing 
educators’ decision-making in curriculum development: positivist 
orientation (functional) and subjectivist orientation (empowerment). 
The positivist approach based on scientific empiricism translates 
learners’ needs into assessable objectives and maintains that the goal of 
education is to help people to solve problems (Pearce, 1995). Thus, there 
is a distinction between genuine educational needs and learners’ wants 
or desires (Pearce, 1995). A critique of empiricism is that educators are 
more likely to prescribe the learning needs, neglecting the centrality 
of learners’ expressed needs (Pearce, 1995). Inversely, the subjectivist 
approach places emphasis on the empowering function of education; 
that is, to enable one to critically challenge the various powers and 
systems that affect their lives. Thus, practitioners following this 
paradigm consider needs as being socially constructed and think that all 
needs are real whether ‘they are classified as needs, interests, wants, or 
desire’ (Pearce, 1995, p. 409).

Knightley (2007) and Laurillard (2012) posit that learners enter formal 
education bringing with them emotional and intellectual characteristics 
as well as a mix of conceptions, skills, and motivation from prior 
learning experiences. Yet, these characteristics and conceptions are 
subject to change as learners participate in a learning environment 
designed to foster collaboration, critical thinking, independent learning, 
application of knowledge in real-life settings, reflection, and self-
regulation (Laurillard, 2012). Laurillard (2012) argues that the role 
of formal learning is to help students acquire academic knowledge 
by effective pedagogy. This means that while capitalising on learners’ 
prior learning experiences, it supports learners to move beyond their 
preferred learning styles and approaches. Thus, the consideration of 
learners’ expressed needs, which should be aligned with instructional 
goals, is advocated (Laurillard, 2012). Put another way, Laurillard 
(2012) suggests that both subjectivist and positivist perspectives should 
be taken into account when defining adult learners’ needs. Following 
this point of view, in this paper, we define adult learners’ needs as those 
that motivate the learners and substantially enhance their learning, 
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the lack of which will lead to demotivation and failure to achieve major 
learning and personal goals. Thus, learning need identification is a 
subjective process and can be subject to change over time (Thampy, 
2013), as well as being dependent on learners’ characteristics. However, 
these needs should be carefully examined such that individual 
differences will not be sacrificed for the acquisition of required 
knowledge and skills as specified by the curriculum. In this sense, a 
positivist approach should come into effect.

A review of existing frameworks of learner needs in OBL design

Although researchers are still searching for a common framework  
and overarching theory of adult learning, they tend to agree on three 
marked points.

First, that knowledge should be socially constructed to yield more 
quality learning is a common discourse. Therefore, interactions 
with peers play an important role in the knowledge construction 
process. In this respect, the Community of Inquiry (CoI) (Garrison, 
Anderson, & Archer, 2000) is a prominent framework. Based on socio-
constructivism, the model proposes that the process of constructing 
knowledge is collaborative and requires active participation on the part 
of the learners (cognitive presence) and meaningful learning activities 
design and facilitation from the instructors (teaching presence). 
Furthermore, an environment that fosters a sense of respect, support, 
and trust (social presence) should be strived for to help the learners feel 
connected to each other, which results in more comfort when sharing 
opinions. While the CoI is useful in guiding the design and facilitation of 
online learning activities, other principles of effective online pedagogy 
based on learning theories, motivation, and assessment should be 
integrated. Another related learning paradigm concerning online 
knowledge construction pioneered by Siemens (2005) is connectivism. 
Siemens views learning as a process of accumulating legitimate 
knowledge from a diverse blend of perspectives through ‘social 
interaction, connection, and collaboration’ (McLoughlin & Lee, 2008, 
p. 14). Nevertheless, according to Ryberg, Buus, and Georgsen (2012, p. 
55), connectivism is more ascribed to learning in a ‘complex variably tied 
and scaled networks’ rather than a strongly tied community of mutually 
dependent learners following a course within a specific timeframe. Thus, 
connectivism mainly addresses how individuals build up knowledge 
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in a networked environment as a personal pursuit and fails to tackle 
issues of ‘power, voice, access, and inclusion’ (Hodgson, McConnell, & 
Dirckinck-Holmfeld, 2016, p. 293). Connectivism is closely connected 
with networked learning theory, which Harasim, Hiltz, Teles, and Turoff 
(1995) propose as the new learning paradigm given the advancement of 
educational technologies. Emphasising that learners should be involved 
in collaborative dialogues, and maintaining that knowledge emerges 
rather than being prescribed through the negotiations between learners 
in the networks, distinguishes networked learning from connectivism 
(Nielsen, & Danielsen, 2012). On the part of the learners, Hodgson et 
al. (2012) suggest that self-determination during the learning process 
and striving to establish an identity while collaboratively constructing 
knowledge with peers are important. Thus, in order to be actively 
engaged, learners are expected to either demonstrate or be supported to 
develop a number of skills such as digital and critical literacies (Downes, 
2014; Littlejohn, Beetham, & McGill, 2012). Yet, with a strong focus 
on how learning takes place in technology-supported environments by 
collaboration and reflective dialogues, connectivism and networked 
learning theorists have not clearly specified how learners’ motivational 
processes can be supported (Hall, 2008). The idea that individuals 
should participate in the discourses of a learning community in order to 
construct knowledge is similar to what Lave and Wenger (1991) term as 
communities of practice. The contribution of networked learning theory 
is the epistemic belief concerning the concept of self-constructed and 
emerged knowledge, which responds to the three types of affordances 
provided by the web: communications, information abundance, 
and net-based agents (e.g. search engines) (Anderson, & Whitelock, 
2004). However, the two learning theories fail to address the role of 
the learning environment, of which the instructors’ facilitation, and 
the cognitive and affective contribution from the online communities 
are exemplary. In this respect, it is worthwhile to refer to Bandura’s 
(1986) social cognitive theory. Social cognitive theory maintains that 
individuals’ learning or behaviours can be affected by their cognitive 
perceptions when interacting with the environment. For example, 
the feedback that learners receive from the instructors or peers, or 
the observation that others have been successful in a learning task 
can make them feel more efficacious, and subsequently modify their 
learning strategies to attain the expected learning outcomes. Therefore, 
to be useful as a theoretical lens for instructional design, cognitive and 
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motivational processes that have been addressed in earlier works such 
as socio-constructivism (Vygotsky, 1978) and social cognitive theory 
(Bandura, 1986) should be taken into account. OBL instructional 
designers can take a different perspective when one learning theory 
does not suffice. This perspective should necessarily take adult learners’ 
needs as a starting point, and consequently, strategies to advance these 
needs should have theoretical underpinnings.

Second, while adults are portrayed as self-directed learners, coherent 
and clear presentation of the course goals, structures, and subject 
matter content is of crucial importance because this results in a feeling 
of safety (Milheim, 2012; Philips, Baltzer, Filoon, & Whitley, 2017). Any 
confusion regarding the expectations and deadlines of certain course 
works will affect the self-directed learning of adults. In this respect, 
Ryberg et al. (2012) postulates that the pedagogical values drawn from 
behaviourism, which necessitates carefully planned intended outcomes 
linked to instructional strategies, are still relevant. While factors related 
to course organisation and structures may influence adult learners’ self-
directed learning, there are others related to motivating and scaffolding 
strategies on the part of the instructors that have not been covered in 
behaviourism. This specifies the inclusion of both motivation theories 
and learning theories; for example, constructivism (Bruner, 1986) to 
adequately support the self-directed learning of adults.

Third, a large body of research (Jarvis, 2007; Mezirow, 2000; Ross-
Gordon, 2003) supports that the learning of adults should be different 
from that of high school students. Most adult learners return to school 
after a certain time, carrying with them rich resources of experiences 
and perspectives that are well established. This is one of the critical 
factors differentiating adults from high school students or traditional 
learners at college who may not have had the opportunities to 
accumulate or be exposed to professional resources. Therefore, the 
learning of adults should be transformative (Mezirow, 2000; Taylor, 
2008); that is, to internalise new knowledge and theories: adults’ 
prior experiences and former perspectives should serve as the ‘frame 
of references’ to investigate the legitimacy of the newly introduced 
theories/knowledge. Thus, providing learners with opportunities to 
exercise reflection; that is, ‘activity in which people recapture their 
experience, think about it, mull it over and evaluate it’ (Boud, Keogh, 
& Walker, 1985, p. 33) by offering ill-structured problems to solve or 
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exposing learners to varied perspectives is highly recommended. In 
OBL, these opportunities can manifest in the assignments given, but 
this is not sufficient. For reflection to occur, instructors’ facilitation of 
these reflective discourses is crucial. Put another way, adult learners 
have a substantial need of instructors’ support for reflective learning or 
transformative learning to be realised, which is viewed as the highest 
level of reflective learning (Moon, 1999).

The construction of a conceptual framework of adult learners’ needs in OBL

An overview of the major frameworks guiding OBL instructional design 
shows that one framework does not suffice for a reflection of pedagogical 
practices intended to meet adult learners’ needs. Each framework has 
its own strengths. For example, the CoI (Garrison et al., 2000) should 
be the first to mention for facilitating constructive online discourses. 
Meanwhile, researchers (Asoodar, Vaezi, & Izanloo, 2016; Venkatesh, 
Thong, & Xu, 2012) have increasingly pointed to prominent features of 
the learning management systems (LMSs); for example,  perceived ease 
of use, perceived usefulness, and course flexibility, as prerequisites for 
enhancing the learning experience and learners’ satisfaction. Thus, it 
will be a limitation not to include aspects of the technologies employed 
during the learning process as one of the primary needs of the adult 
learners’ needs framework. This is because learners may have different 
levels of computer and Internet self-efficacy (Chu, 2010). This means 
that the need for technical support to sufficiently perform their learning 
in the online platform should also be addressed. Furthermore, it is 
believed that other aspects of individual differences, motivation, and 
assessment should bear equal importance in instructional design; 
that is, a synthesis of different learning, motivation, and technological 
acceptance theories should be examined together. In doing so, we can 
adequately resolve aspects of access and inclusion raised by Hodgson et 
al. (2016). Therefore, it is suggested that instead of asking ‘How to best 
design an OBL learning environment?’, we should alternatively address 
the question of ‘What do adult learners need in order to better perform 
in an OBL environment?’ to guide the OBL instructional design.

Following the conceptualisation of adult learners’ need, it is important 
to identify the different types of motivation that adult learners bring 
with them when enrolling in a certain course or program. Additionally, 
we should understand the barriers or difficulties that prevent them from 
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achieving both their academic and personal goals. In doing so, a more 
in-depth understanding of adult learners’ needs and input to address 
these needs in an OBL environment can be unravelled.

From a motivational perspective, Knowles (1984) suggests that adult 
learners are more motivated to learn if the content is relevant to their 
goals and has an immediacy of application. Due to their maturity, 
adult learners are characterised as being autonomous and self-
directed learners who prefer to make decisions for their own learning. 
Concerning this, Knowles’ two regarding adult learners’ preference for 
relevance to life-situations and autonomy fit nicely with principles of 
constructivism (Huang, 2002) and self-determination theory (Ryan, 
& Deci, 2000). The former emphasises that instructional design 
should create a relevant learning environment to support the learners’ 
knowledge construction process whereas the latter entails a necessity to 
enable learners to take ownership of their learning.

As to the self-directedness, some researchers (Cercone, 2008), do not 
share Knowles’ assumption that all adult learners are self-directed 
Day, Lovato, Tull, and Ross-Gordon (2011) also find that adult learners 
should be provided with structure to comfortably and effectively 
organise their learning. Research has shown that self-directedness 
is recognised as a skill that should be practiced and fostered by 
instructional design with the instructors’ direct guidance fading 
over time (Alotaibi, 2016; Grow, 1991). More specifically, Alotaibi 
(2016) suggests that clear goals and assessment standards as well as 
appropriate strategies to foster learners’ independence over time should 
be incorporated in the instructional design. Thus, adult learners are 
not self-directed per se, but they need to be provided with conditions to 
exercise this important skill to be academically successful. Instructional 
design can support this goal by emphasising learners’ need for structure; 
for example, knowing how the course is organised, and of process 
support. The latter is analogous to the need for competence from self-
determination theory (Ryan, & Deci, 2000), wherein the learners need 
to be supported to perceive a feeling of efficacy to trigger their intrinsic 
motivation. In an OBL setting, this process support is realised in terms 
of individual learner support by means of the instructor’s feedback and 
scaffolding, and by interacting and working collaboratively with other 
learners, harnessed by interactive technologies.
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Regarding the process of online interaction with peers for purposes of 
(co) construction of knowledge, the affordances of technologies, the 
facilitation from the instructors as shown by the CoI framework, the 
perceived sense of belonging and norms of reciprocity (Diep, Cocquyt, 
Zhu, & Vanwing, 2016) all have a role to play. As for the affordances 
of technologies, researchers like Parchoma (2014) calls for a need to 
conceptualise the concept. While Laurillard (2012) recommends that 
pedagogy should specify how technologies would be used, Dohn (2009, 
p. 169) complements this proposition by calling for the consideration of 
learners’ experience, technological skills, and culture if the instructional 
designers and instructors are to ‘design real learning environments for 
and empirically understand the interactions of – real users whose skills 
develop and possibilities increase as they experience gains’. Supporting 
this view, Jones (2015, p. 227) argues that technological affordance ‘only 
becomes affordances in relation to the user’. In other words, to enhance 
the affordances of technologies regarding adults’ learning processes, 
the instructors and designers of the course/program should make the 
technologies easy to use as specified by technologies acceptance models 
on the one hand, and provide adequate support to enhance learners’ 
self-efficacy in using the technological tools on the other hand. 

As can be seen, to design an OBL learning environment that takes into 
account adult learners’ needs, different learning theories (for example, 
andragogy, constructivism and socio-constructivism), motivation theory 
(self-determination theory), self-directed learning theory, technology 
acceptance models and technological affordance concepts have an 
important role to play. Thus, to cover these perspectives in a concise 
but expandable framework will be worthwhile to guide OBL designs. 
Attempting to achieve this goal, Milheim (2012), based on Maslow’s 
hierarchy of human needs, namely physiology, safety, relationships, 
self-esteem, and self-actualisation, suggests different strategies OBL 
instructional designers and instructors can apply to meet learners’ needs. 
While Milheim (2012) has contributed by elaborating different types of 
needs, the author mainly appeals for the provision of material, rather than 
addressing how the content matters, especially for adult learners’ needs. 
In addition, at different levels of needs, information and communication 
(ICT) tools seem to be present in more than one category, which makes it 
difficult to interpret it as a learner needs’ framework or an instructional 
framework to respond to learners’ needs. In addition, Abela (2009) 
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postulates that Maslow’s needs typology may be too rigid and hence 
result in the overlapping of the categories. For example, Milheim (2012) 
identifies that the provision of a checklist of essential items should be 
obtained as a physiological need and pre-course preparation as a safety 
need. These two can be subsumed in both categories.

Given these limitations, ERG theory (Alderfer, 1972) reclassifies human 
needs into three categories, and can be employed as a promising 
alternative framework to the Maslow’s need hierarchy. At the lower 
end of the need hierarchy is existence, in which Maslow’s physiology 
and safety needs register (Abela, 2009). Needs for interpersonal 
relationships resemble ‘relatedness’, and similarly, needs for self-
actualisation and self-esteem share the essence of personal desire for 
‘growth’ (Abela, 2009).

Contrasting with the conceptualisation of adult learners’ needs, ERG 
theory is capable of demonstrating how OBL can be designed to support 
adult learners’ motivational and cognitive processes, as well as providing 
a favourable technology-supported learning environment to augment 
the knowledge construction process.

In respect of adults’ learning motivation, ERG theory is more applicable 
to interpret different types of motivation. On the one hand, the 
motivation to equip oneself with new knowledge and competences 
either for one’s own cognitive interest or professional advancement is 
matched with the needs of personal growth in the ERG model. Based 
on andragogy assumptions (Knowles, 1984), self-determination theory 
(Ryan, & Deci, 2000), constructivism, as well as self-directed learning, 
we propose three elements subsumed under this dimension, namely 
autonomy, relevance, and competence, respectively. On the other 
hand, the motivation of building up new social relationships and relief 
from daily routines (Boshier, 1991) are aligned with the dimension of 
‘relatedness’. Viewed from a social inclusion perspective, ERG theory 
also supports the interpretation of how participating in educational 
programs can enhance the two essential dimensions of social inclusion 
as proposed by De Greef, Segers, and Verté (2012), namely connections 
and self-activation.

The second category of adult learners’ need, namely ‘relatedness’, 
consists of the need to interact with peers online (peer online 
interaction), facilitation from the instructors, and a sense of belonging 
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to the classroom community. This dimension, therefore, embraces 
literature in online knowledge construction and socio-constructivism.

The third dimension of adult learners’ needs ‘existence’, concerns the 
physical and technical conditions that help them better organise their 
self-directed learning and perform online learning activities. This 
dimension addresses the physical obstacles that adult learners may 
encounter in an OBL environment. Thus, transparency in learning goals 
and assessment, aspects of system functionalities such as ease of use and 
technical support, make up this category of adult learners’ needs. 

The three dimensions of adult learners’ needs along with their 
constituents are presented in Figure 1. At the heart of the framework 
are adult learners and it is suggested that when addressing their 
needs, input variables such as socio-demographics and motivational 
orientations are important elements to take into account. Viewed from 
the inside, the first layer of the framework represents the ‘existence’ 
needs. The second layer demonstrates the needs for ‘relatedness’, and 
the third the needs for (personal) ‘growth’.

Figure 1. A conceptual framework for adult learners' needs in OBL based on 
the ERG theory
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In the following section, different elements of adult learners’ needs, 
according to each layer underpinned by relevant theoretical and 
empirical findings, will be elaborated.

Existence needs

When adult learners start an OBL program, it is important that they 
are informed about what is expected of them as learners and, more 
importantly, are provided with optimal physical conditions to learn. 
This signifies the existence need, defined as the need for being informed 
about expectations as well as being able to comfortably perform one’s 
learning activities in the OBL environment. The former enhances one’s 
feeling of safety in terms of being informed and reduces any confusion 
that may occur. The latter helps to alleviate adult learners’ anxiety with 
using technology, especially novice learners, and to enable them to 
harness ICT to achieve their learning outcomes.

Transparency

Based on Maslow’ hierarchy of human needs, Milheim (2012) highlights 
that feelings of safety in terms of transparency in assessment and 
expectation are crucial, which echoes other findings. For example, Poll, 
Widen, and Weller (2014) and Dixon (2014) maintain that articulating 
clear learning goals and outcome expectations from the beginning is 
one of the most important factors to help increase retention. Clear 
expectations in terms of assessment will help clarify how learner 
contributions to different online learning activities are recognised and 
credited (Pelz, 2010). In other words, it provides a raison d’etre for 
the investment of effort in both individual and collaborative learning 
activities, given the limited time adults can reserve for learning. This 
is significant because while the learning itself normally intrinsically 
motivates adult learners, they are also goal-oriented, viewing time 
as ‘left’ rather than ‘passed by’ (Knowles, 1984). Clear expectations 
in assessment will not only guide the learning process but will also 
help to show how different types of learning goals can be achieved 
and evaluated. From a social cognitive perspective, clear goals and 
expectations can facilitate learning because they help learners to 
evaluate their progress and they motivate learners to invest the effort 
to achieve or address any problems with their achievement (Locke, & 
Latham, 2002).
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System functionalities

When classroom instructions have been augmented and, in some cases, 
replaced by technologies, the functionalities of the technologies; for 
example, web-based applications or learning management systems 
(LMS), receive substantial attention from course designers. Educational 
researchers have widely adopted the theory of planned behaviour and 
technology acceptance models as the overarching frameworks that 
explain learners’ intention and actual use of technology (Park, 2009; 
Wu, Tennyson, & Hsia, 2010). Chang et al (2015) have reviewed the 
features of technology-supported learning environments most valued 
by learners and found that the two dimensions; that is, perceived 
usefulness and perceived ease of use, are the most important features 
that have been confirmed. These are also the two factors incorporated 
in the two prominent technology acceptance models, namely the 
Technological Acceptance Model (TAM) (Davis, 1989) and the Unified 
Theory of Acceptance and Usage of Technology (UTAUT) (Venkatesh  
et al., 2012).

Technical support

A recent study from Asoodar et al. (2016) helps further validate the 
role of perceived ease of use and perceived usefulness regarding the 
technological dimension. One of the contributions of Asoodar et al. 
(2016) is that the authors have found that factors related to learners, 
such as attitudes towards online courses, and computer and Internet 
anxiety, do not uphold their significant roles in yielding a pleasant 
learning experience. The authors attribute this non-significance of 
learner-related constructs to the availability of institutional support and 
instructors’ technological competence and guidance. Recent findings 
in literature also support the perspective that instructors’ support in 
terms of technology is necessary for student learning. For example, 
Diep, Zhu, Struyven, and Blieck (2017), and Hung and Chou (2015) find 
that instructors are expected to maintain a role of technology facilitator 
in an OBL environment. This is because the instructors’ technology 
competence has a positive effect on the students’ attitude towards the 
course. In other words, knowing that the instructors will promptly solve 
technological issues will reduce learners’ computer anxiety and reinforce 
their confidence in using ICT to achieve their learning goals.
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In addition to the support that helps the learners easily manipulate 
the online tools, it is also important that the instructional designers 
and instructors should pay attention to help learners to develop digital 
literacy, that is: 

‘[T] he awareness, attitude and ability of individuals to 
appropriately use digital tools and facilities to identify, access, 
manage, integrate, evaluate and synthesise digital resources, 
construct new knowledge, create media expressions, and 
communicate with others, in the context of specific life situations, 
in order to enable constructive social action; and to reflect upon 
this process” 

(Martin, 2006, p. 155)

As a result, they can responsibly and critically use the online learning 
resources for learning purposes. This is because recent literature reveals 
that the assumption that the new generation of learners; that is, those 
who were born after 1984, are digital natives may not necessarily hold 
true. Kirschner and De Bruyckere (2017) report from their synthesis 
of literature that despite being exposed to modern technologies, the 
capacity to use these intensively for academic purposes is still limited. 
Therefore, the instructors remain facilitators for learners’ development 
of digital literacy. When digital literacy is at a high level, learners’ self-
efficacy increases accordingly, which in turn motivates them to be more 
active in online interaction (Prior, Mazanov, Meacheam, Heaslip, & 
Hanson, 2016).

To equip adult learners with sufficient conditions to effectively perform 
online learning activities, the three types of learners’ existence needs 
should be made available. These include transparency, instructors’ 
technical support, and system functionalities, that is, perceived ease of 
use and perceived usefulness.

Relatedness needs

The ‘relatedness’ need in ERG theory emphasises interpersonal and 
social relationships. This is in line with the dimension of extrinsic 
motivation of expanding one’s social networks (Boshier, 1991), and the 
literature on online knowledge construction (Hrastinski, 2009).
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Sense of belonging

Bransford, Brown, and Cocking (2000) postulate that online 
instructional design should emphasise the establishment of a 
community that underlines mutual trust and respect. Knowles (1984) 
and Cercone (2008) similarly suggest that a collaborative and respectful 
learning climate should be fostered in alignment with adult learners’ 
preferences. This perspective coincides with Mahan and Stein’s (2014) 
premise of effective teaching practice for adults, which states that 
for adult learners to learn best, the affective aspect of the learning 
environment should not be neglected. Empirically, there are a number of 
studies that capture this affective dimension as reviewed by Chang et al. 
(2015). For example, Chang and Chuang (2011), Koul, Fisher, and Shaw 
(2011), Newhouse (2001), and Diep, Cocquyt, Zhu, and Vanwing (2017) 
validate that sense of community, trust, identification, and affiliation 
are significant social and affective factors proven to facilitate more 
engagement, mutual support, collaboration, and relationship building 
among learners. While existing under different names, we propose that 
these constructs can be subsumed under the term ‘sense of belonging’ 
for its broad coverage, as defined by McMillan and Chavis (1986). The 
authors refer to sense of belonging as ‘the feeling, belief, and expectation 
that one fits in the group and has a place there, a feeling of acceptance 
by the group, and willingness to sacrifice for the group’ (McMillan, & 
Chavis, 1986, p. 10).

Online interaction (with peers)

Whereas the sense of belonging addresses the affective aspect of the 
online learning community, the need to interact with other peers and 
the instructors is undoubtedly integral to one’s learning. Rooted in 
socio-constructivism (Vygotsky, 1978), the online interactions among 
the learners themselves have received substantial attention from 
both theoretical and empirical studies. One of the most influential 
frameworks on learners’ interaction is the CoI (Garrison et al., 2000). 
The authors postulate that for high quality learning to occur, the 
instructors should create opportunities for online collaboration and 
interaction and pay attention to facilitating these online discourses so 
that high levels of cognitive presence can be fostered. It is through this 
process that learners can have opportunities to legitimately participate 
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in a knowledge community (Lave, & Wenger, 1991), which is also the 
tenet stressed in recent learning paradigms such as connectivism 
(Siemens, 2005) and networked learning (Anderson, 2010). In addition, 
Laurillard (2012) strongly supports that peer interaction should be 
the core element in OBL design because it is through this process that 
learners can obtain internal (self) or external (peer) feedback for their 
performance and understanding.

Instructors’ facilitation

Laurillard (2012) and the authors of the CoI (Garrison et al., 2000) as 
well as findings from a great number of studies on online interaction, 
share the perspective that facilitation from the instructors concerning 
learners’ online interaction is necessary. This is because, without 
such facilitation, the interactions among learners are more likely to 
be socially centred or deviate from the topics under discussion. By the 
same token, Schaap, van de Schaaf, and Bruijn (2016) assert that for 
discussions to be more intense and reflective, the instructors’ strategies 
in terms of conceptual and metacognitive interventions should be 
intentional and preferably explicit. From a student perspective, the need 
to interact with peers and the preference for the instructors’ presence, 
guidance, and facilitation of online discussion are also confirmed in 
the works of Asoodar et al. (2016) and Hsieh and Tsai (2012). More 
specifically, facilitation strategies such as directing learners towards the 
topic, supporting the learners in preparing arguments, giving feedback, 
and helping to sustain the online discussion, have demonstrated to be 
effective in enhancing the quality of learner–learner interaction (Hsieh, 
& Tsai, 2012).

Thus, we propose that to help learners feel more engaged, better 
achieve their learning goals, and further establish and reinforce social 
relationship with peers, their relatedness needs of feeling belonged to 
the classroom community, interactions and collaboration with peers, 
and facilitation from the instructors should be underlined.

Growth needs

Adult learners have different types of motivation, which can be 
summarised as intrinsic –for one’s own cognitive interest, and extrinsic –
for qualifications, employability enhancement, professional advancement, 
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and external pressure such as sustaining unemployment benefits 
(Boshier, 1991). Irrespective of the types of motivation adult learners may 
initially bring along with them, these types of motivation are subject to 
change due to the learning environment. For example, a learner may start 
with an extrinsic motivation of obtaining a qualification, but this may 
change to an intrinsic one if he/she finds that the learning is relevant, 
and is substantially supported to become more actively engaged and has 
ownership of his/her own learning. Conversely, a learner starting with an 
ideally intrinsic motivation may be disappointed due to high expectations 
as to what the course/program can offer. This is to say, adult learners 
need to be supported to satisfy the ‘intrinsic individual desire for personal 
growth’ (Abela, 2009, p. 12) by instructional approaches that help them 
sustain intrinsic motivation to learn the course through. In this respect, 
self-determination theory (Ryan, & Deci, 2000) is a relevant theory. 
Self-determination theory postulates that learners will be intrinsically 
motivated to learn if their needs of autonomy and competence are 
satisfied (Niemiec, & Ryan, 2009). Cercone (2008) and Knowles (1984) 
share the opinion that due to their characteristics, namely being more 
professional and problem-orientated with a rich reservoir of lived 
experiences, adult learners have a strong desire for learning content that 
is relevant and immediately applicable. Consequently, they have a strong 
need for relevance in terms of the presented knowledge. In other words, 
to cater for the needs of personal growth and support the motivation to 
pursue this goal in the long run, autonomy in one’s learning, support for 
competence development, and the provision of relevant learning content 
should be in place.

Autonomy

From a self-determination perspective, autonomy refers to ‘the 
experience of behaviour as volitional and reflectively self-endorsed’ 
(Niemiec, & Ryan, 2009, p. 135). This perspective entails that 
the instructional designers and instructors should align learning 
activities with the learners’ needs and learning goals. These are 
informed by an understanding of the learners’ prior knowledge, 
skills, and their epistemic beliefs (Bransford et al., 2000). Applying 
this perspective in adult education, a great number of studies draw 
on adult learners’ characteristics and discuss implications for online 
learning practices. The researchers insist that adult learners should be 
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afforded the opportunities to take ownership of their studies, namely 
respect for learner autonomy or diverse talents and ways of learning 
(Bangert, 2004; Ross-Gordon, 2003; Walker, & Fraser, 2005). This 
is in resonance with learning theories such as socio-constructivism 
(Vygotsky, 1978) and andragogy (Knowles, 1984), both of which 
underline the importance of prior knowledge and a humanistic approach 
in teaching and learning. In addition, by paying attention to adult 
learners’ differences in learning styles, prior-accumulated knowledge 
and living experiences, the instructional designers and instructors have 
addressed what Milheim (2012) terms self-actualisation needs; that is, 
helping learners to fulfil their learning goals and aspirations through 
a facilitated approach. Adequately addressing diverse ways of learning 
or individual differences is considered to be crucial in emphasising the 
need of autonomy in adults’ learning.

Competence

The need for competence means that adult learners should be enabled 
and supported in such a way that they perceive certain behaviours or 
learning goals as ‘effectively enacted’ or as being attainable (Niemiec, 
& Ryan, 2009, p. 135). For competence to be enhanced, learners need 
to have access to feedback that helps them improve their learning, 
experience a feeling of efficacy (Bandura, 1986), or be able to achieve the 
learning goals at hand (Niemiec, & Ryan, 2009). Additionally, learners 
need to be cognitively challenged by learning activities that help them 
to test and go beyond their academic capacities. Thus, feedback and 
learning activities that have a formative nature are necessary to support 
learners’ competence. 

Ausburn (2004), Cercone (2008) and Mupinga, Nora and Yaw (2006) 
postulate that while being expected to be independent regarding their 
learning, adults also need scaffolding, which can be presented in the 
form of instructors’ timely feedback on assignments, in order to clarify 
confusion, reduce anxiety and move on to higher levels of cognition. 
Bandura (1986) maintains that in addition to goal setting, feedback 
on the extent to which a goal has been achieved will possibly reinforce 
learners’ self-efficacy, which subsequently triggers their self-regulatory 
process or self-directed learning (Zimmerman, & Martinez-Pons, 1990; 
Zimmerman, 2000). This view has been supported by empirical findings 
such that instructors’ feedback in a timely manner at classroom and 
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individual levels is a significant predictor of both learning outcomes and 
satisfaction (Asoodar et al., 2016). With the affordances of interactive 
web-technologies, it is believed that instructors have more options to offer 
feedback for learners to realise their strengths and weaknesses concerning 
the learning objectives, hence better facilitating adults’ learning.

Laurillard (2012, p. 69) suggests that the online learning environment 
should provide opportunities for formative assessment on a regular basis 
to ‘make students’ thinking available to themselves, their peers, and their 
instructors’. In doing so, the instructors will have a grasp of the students’ 
progress and their current understanding of the topic under discussion, 
hence enabling them to provide further support and scaffolding to help 
the learners achieve the goals. In addition, by making their thinking 
visible, learners can also receive intrinsic feedback, a term coined by 
Laurillard (2012); that is obtained by contrasting their articulations 
of understanding against those from the learning environment or 
from peers. In this way, the learners can re-formulate and modify 
their conceptualisation. In the same vein, Bransford et al. (2000) and 
Boud (2000) advocate the use of formative assessment to augment the 
learning process and prepare learners to be capable of formulating the 
formative assessment for their own work. These formative assessments 
or assessment for learning can manifest in the forms of reflective 
journals, e-portfolios (Mason, Pegler, & Weller, 2004), opportunities to 
reflect on the learning content and experiences in the form of a blog, and 
instructors’ monitoring of students’ feelings and active participation. 
Thus, it is recommended that for learners to better learn from 
assessment, the instructors should implement different approaches to 
make explicit the progress that learners have made. Therefore, formative 
assessment incorporated in diverse assessment methods is the one 
critical element that should be emphasised. In doing so, the learning 
of adults is likely to become more reflective, which echoes principles of 
transformative learning (Mezirow, 2000).

Relevance

The instructional designers and instructors’ decisions concerning the 
learning content should be based on the analysis of how important 
and relevant certain concepts and skills are based on the learners’ 
needs. This perspective is strongly reflected in andragogy (Knowles, 
1984), constructivism (Huang, 2002; Jonassen, 1991), and socio-
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constructivism (Vygotsky, 1978). The constructivist perspective posits 
that learning activities should be based on learners’ prior experiences 
and should provide opportunities to integrate these experiences when 
attempting to acquire new knowledge (Jonassen, 1991). Viewing 
knowledge construction as a process of meaning-making, socio-
constructivists endorse that learners should be engaged in meaningful 
interactions, which include ‘responding, negotiating internally and 
socially, arguing against points, adding to evolving ideas, and offering 
alternative perspectives with one another while solving some real tasks 
(Woo, & Reeves, 2007, p. 19). In an online learning environment, 
Reeves, Herrington, and Oliver (2002) propose that learning activities 
should be authentic in nature to promote meaningful interactions. 
These learning tasks should: (1) have a relevance to learners’ real-life 
experience; (2) be ill-structured and complex enough to trigger extended 
discussions and multi-perspective solutions; and (3) result in outcomes 
or products valuable to the learners per se (Reeves et al., 2002). In the 
same vein, Mahan and Stein (2014, p. 143) suggest that ‘adults learn 
best when they integrate learning to the rest of their lives’.

Therefore, while online interactions with peers is important to construct 
knowledge in OBL, the nature of the learning content and tasks should 
be designed in such a way that is relevant to the lived experience of the 
adult learners.

Discussion 

In reviewing different instructional frameworks related to OBL design, 
adult learning theories, motivation theories, technology acceptance 
models, and empirical studies addressing adults’ learning needs 
and preferences, we have proposed and constructed in this paper a 
conceptual framework that incorporates the most relevant findings on 
the learning needs of adults in OBL environments.

By dividing the learning needs into three categories, namely ‘existence’, 
‘relatedness’, and ‘growth’, the paper aims to capture more nuanced 
learning needs from an adult learner’s perspective. Employing ERG 
theory as the overarching framework, the three dimensions of needs 
in this conceptual framework attempt to capture adult learners’ needs 
from both positivist and subjectivist perspectives. In other words, the 
needs identified are to help adult learners optimally perform the learning 
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activities designed to achieve the learning goals on the one hand and to 
sustain their motivation during the learning process on the other hand. 
To address the former objective, the framework relies on adult learning 
theory, namely andragogy (Knowles, 1984), and technology acceptance 
models (Davis, 1989; Venkatesh et al., 2012) as well as (online) learning 
theories and frameworks; for example, connectivism (Siemens, 2005), 
networked learning (Nielsen, & Danielsen, 2012), social-constructivism, 
and the CoI (Garrison et al., 2000). These frameworks have scrutinised 
different aspects of adult learning and in this paper they are put together 
to provide a more comprehensive framework for the recognition of adult 
learners’ needs in OBL. For example, the perceived ease of use in the TAM 
(Davis, 1989) has been incorporated to cater for adults’ need to feel at ease 
(existence need) navigating the online learning platform while instructors’ 
facilitation and online interaction with peers in the CoI have been 
included to respond to the need of ‘relatedness’. Using self-determination 
theory (Ryan, & Deci, 2000) and andragogy as the two main theories to 
foster and sustain adult learners’ motivation, the framework has tapped 
into adult learners’ need for ‘growth’, namely cognitive and personal 
development. This dimension necessitates instructional design to pay 
attention to adult learners’ ownership of learning or autonomy and 
provide both the environment and scaffolding in the form of feedback; for 
example, to help adult learners build up the competence for themselves.

It is acknowledged that the elements subscribed under each category are not 
all-inclusive. As McLoughlin and Lee (2008) remark, additional elements can 
be added when instructional designers and instructors are better informed 
about other social and contextual factors related to adults and their learning; 
for example, the learners’ digital competences and socio-demographics, 
their expectations, or the new affordances of web technologies. Nevertheless, 
by comparing different frameworks and their complementary features, 
the proposed framework in this paper has taken into account the most 
important aspects of adults’ learning needs that can serve as both a reference 
for instructional design and render more discourses in terms of refining our 
knowledge of how adults learn in an OBL environment.

As for future works, we propose that the framework can be validated by 
both qualitative and quantitative approaches, taking into account different 
stakeholders’ perspectives, first and foremost the instructors and the adult 
learners who are key actors in the teaching and learning process.
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For example, a qualitative study employing the Delphi method (Linstone, & 
Turoff, 1975), consisting of a consensus on the indicators of each dimension 
of adult learners’ needs from a group of stakeholders such as instructors, 
program coordinators, curriculum developers, and learners, is worthwhile 
to refine the framework. More importantly, as informed by the researchers, 
there are individual differences on the part of the adult learners that 
should receive research attention in terms of the framework validation. For 
example, Ke and Kwak (2013) find that the older learners place more value 
and have a greater need of online participation than their younger peers. 
Thus, age can be a variable expected to affect the perception of needs in 
the ‘relatedness’ dimension, which needs to be addressed. Additionally, for 
adult learners who display greater readiness for online learning, chances 
are that their needs in terms of instructor’s support for technical issues 
will be the least compared to others. In other words, we recommend that 
socio-demographics and learners’ characteristics deemed crucial to online 
learning should be included to subsequently justify the framework.

With regard to the relationships among the three dimensions of 
needs, Alderfer (1969) proposes that there is either a regression or 
a progression mechanism in effect. The former indicates that once a 
higher level of needs; for example, growth is not satisfied, individuals 
will seek more gratification from the lower needs, which is relatedness 
in this case. The latter maintains that once lower levels of needs; for 
example, relatedness are satisfied, individuals will desire satisfaction 
of higher level needs; that is, growth. Based on adult learning theories 
and online knowledge construction literature, we are more inclined to 
adopt the second view: lower levels of needs including ‘existence’ and 
‘relatedness’ should be fulfilled to support the achievement of ‘growth’ 
needs. Thus, we propose that these two layers should be viewed as 
facilitating rather than competing with each other. These relationships 
can be tested by path analyses to confirm and enrich our understanding 
of how these dimensions of adult learners’ need are related to one 
another, which is subsequently useful for OBL instructional design. 

It is plausible to maintain that when different dimensions of learning 
needs have been thoroughly met, then outcomes other than academic 
achievement can be obtained. For example, researchers have found that the 
more intensively one participates online, the more social capital he/she can 
establish (Steinfield, Ellison, & Lampe, 2008; Zhong, 2011). Therefore, it is 
worth using both the learning outcome and social outcomes; for example, 
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social capital, as the response variables to test how much the variation can 
be accounted for by different dimensions of adult learners’ needs. 

Conclusion

If adult education is to fulfil both educational and societal goals, adult 
learners’ needs should be the first to be addressed. To achieve these goals, ‘the 
creativity and energy of the instructional designers and course instructors’ 
(Johnson, & Aragon, 2003, p. 42) are the critical drivers, not the technology 
(McLoughlin, & Lee, 2008). In this process of instructional design, it is 
crucial to understand what motivates and facilitates adult learners to fully 
engage in the collaborative learning process and their self-directed learning 
while minimising those technological barriers that may interfere with their 
online participation. In this light, the proposed framework of adult learners’ 
needs in an OBL environment, based on ERG theory (Alderfer, 1972), is 
useful because it helps to deconstruct these motivators and facilitators into 
specific elements underpinned by both theoretical and empirical findings in 
the scope of adult learning, motivational theories, online learning theories, 
and technological acceptance models. 
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Studies about equine therapies or equine experiential learning 
recommend that significantly more research, specifically longitudinal 
research, across age groups, genders, contexts and client cohorts 
needs to occur in diverse contexts. There exists diverse equine-
related programs which engage with a range of cohorts, specifically; 
young children who have experienced abuse; adolescents who 
have experienced abuse and family violence and adults who have 
experienced family violence, psychiatric disorders, social anxiety and 
social isolation. The most common outcomes from the equine learning 
program studied for this article, from the case-studies and the thematic 
analysis includes; behavioural changes, stress relief, mind and body 
awareness and control, forming a relationship with an intuitive 
practitioner, guided meditations as a means of creating independent 
meditation techniques and re-engagement with education, work, 
friendships and family relationships. The mind–body awareness that 
is gained by participants of the program provides skills and techniques 
for individuals (and families) to utilise in every-day, with lifelong 
learning a crucial aspect of the program.
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Context

The history of the relationships between humans and horses is an 
extensive one encompassing the mythic horse (winged horses, unicorns); 
the horse as worker (farms, carriages); the horse as hero (light horseman 
of WWI); the horse as competitor (equestrian, horse-racing, trotting); 
the horse as companion/pet and now the horse as therapeutic assistant 
(Frewin, & Gardiner, 2005). The horse remains visible in popular and 
national cultures during modern times, Australian icons such as Phar Lap 
and more recently, Black Caviar and Winx being widely recognisable. The 
jackaroo and jillaroo work in the Australian outback still attracts people of 
all ages to the romance of horses, cattle, bush and dust. The horse is visible 
on the streets when used by police to manage large crowds in urban areas 
and the horse is still used on the streets of Melbourne, Maldon, Echuca and 
Swan Hill in Victoria, pulling carriages and wagons for tourists and locals 
to evoke the feeling of Victorian life and the gold rush days of our history.

The horse has come to prominence over the past decade as a therapeutic 
assistant or tool in processes like Riding for the Disabled and Equine 
Learning and Equine Therapy programs. However the question remains; 
is the horse any more effective as a therapeutic tool than the human 
counsellor, art as therapy, or the use of dogs working with children 
with autism? Reflective of its early developmental stage, much of the 
published literature on ‘equine assisted programs’ (EAP) is practice-
based, rather than research or theory-based. A meta-analysis of Animal 
Assisted Therapy (AAT), which examined 49 studies, concluded that:

Overall, AAT was associated with moderate effect sizes in 
improving outcomes in four areas: autism-spectrum symptoms, 
medical difficulties, behavioural problems, and emotional well-
being. Contrary to expectations, characteristics of participants 
and studies did not produce differential outcomes. 

(Nimer, & Lundahl, 2007) 

A growing number of studies using standardised measurements pre- 
and post-intervention have explored the potential of EAP for ‘increasing 
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positive and reducing negative behaviours as well as in proving 
beneficial for those suffering from general mental health problems’ 
(Cantin & Marshall-Lucette, 2011). EAP has shown positive impacts 
on children, adolescents and adults with histories of family violence, 
childhood sexual abuse and depressive symptoms as evidenced in some 
studies by changes in the Child Depression Index or Beck Depression 
Inventory (Kemp, Signal, Botros, Taylor, & Prentice, 2013; Signal, 
Taylor, Bostrol, Prentice, Kazarus, 2013), social communication and 
sensory processing skills of primary-school aged children with autism 
(Gilliam Autism Rating Scale 2nd Edition (GARS-2) and the Sensory 
Profile School Companion (SPSC) (Ward, Whalon, Rusnak, Wendell,  
& Paschall, 2013).

Measurements have also been used for psychosocial variables in 
children with autism (Behaviour Assessment System for children) 
(Garcia-Gomez, Lopez Risco, Rubio, Guerrero, Garcia-Pena, 2014); 
attention and memory in children with cerebral palsy (response times 
to ‘numeric square test’ and ‘verbal learning test’) (Krejci, Janura, & 
Svobada, 2015) and adults with mental health issues Brief Symptom 
Inventory (BSI) and Personal Orientation Inventory (POI) (Klontz, 
Bivens, Leinart, & Klontz, 2007).

In recent years, more studies have been published that explore and 
analyse data around the participation of various cohorts of trauma-
impacted individuals in processes managed by ‘hippotherapeutic 
centres’. Lojek, Pluta, Ciesla, Domachowska, and Przybylowicz (2015) 
explored different breed types of horses and their suitability for EAP 
concluding that of the 47 horses in nine centres studied in Poland that 
geldings, commonly aged between 10–15 years of age and of diverse 
body size and heights were being used, connecting to the diversity of 
clients utilising these services.

Qualitative data from programs in the USA revealed that a form of 
therapeutic riding is typical of the programs that have been documented, 
whereby individuals engaged in equine experiential programs report 
outcomes such as muscle development in children, behavioural change 
in individuals showing social isolation and individuals reporting 
feeling calmer and more confident (Holm, Baird, Kim, Rajora, D’Silva, 
Podolonsky & Minishew, 2014). Other studies explore parent’s 
perception of change in children following participation in a program 
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with horses, Hussey and Cowman (2015) interviewed parents of visually 
impaired children which revealed improvement in communications, 
concentration and general behaviour.

There are few clinical trials or those of pre- and post-testing evaluations 
but those that do exist are providing some early evidence of the 
effectiveness of EAP. Klontz et al. (2007) tested 31 participants of an 
equine-assisted experiential therapy program, reporting statistically 
significant reductions in psychological distress and increases in 
psychological well-being which sustained through the six month period 
following the program. A mixed-methods exploratory pilot study of 
the impact of EAP on 13 females who had experienced family violence 
(Whittlesey-Jerome, 2014) revealed greater improvement across self-
efficacy, depression and general function in the group that used EAP to 
supplement existing treatments. Nurenberg, Schleifer, Shaffer, Yellin, 
Desai, Amin, Bouchard, and Montalvo (2014) studied an animal-assisted 
therapy program for 90 patients with recent in-patient violent behaviour 
and found that there were specific benefits of EAP with reduced violence 
amongst participants over the treatment period compared to those 
adults who didn’t participate in the EAP.

Pendry, Smith, and Roeter (2014) conducted a randomised clinical trial 
involving saliva testing pre- and post-participation in an eleven week 
equine facilitated program, testing afternoon cortisol levels following 
participation in weekly 90 minute sessions. Children in the group 
had lower afternoon cortisol, and lower total cortisol concentration 
compared to the children on the waiting list to attend the program. 
Cortisol is a steroid hormone produced by the adrenal glands. Whenever 
we experience something the body perceives as a threat, like a large dog 
barking, a chemical known as adrenocorticotropic hormone (ACTH) is 
released into brain. This triggers the adrenal glands to release cortisol 
and adrenaline.

Cortisol is the main hormone involved in stress and the ‘fight-or-flight’ 
human response. This is a natural and protective response to a perceived 
threat or danger. Increased levels of cortisol result in a burst of new 
energy and strength. In the fight-or-flight response, cortisol suppresses 
any functions that are unnecessary or detrimental to that response. 
During a fight-or-flight response, individuals experience rapid heart 
rate, dry mouth, stomach upset, diarrhoea and/or panic. Cortisol also 
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suppresses growth processes, suppresses digestive systems, suppresses 
reproductive systems and changes how immune systems respond.

Pre- and post-testing for maladaptive behaviours in a comparison 
between equine assisted counselling and classroom-based counselling 
for 164 students at high risk of academic and social ‘failure’ (Trotter, 
Chandler, Goodwin-bond, & Casey, 2008) found statistically significant 
improvement in seven out of 17 behaviour areas, including; emotional 
symptom index, personal adjustment composite, social stress scale, self-
esteem scale and the depression scale. Another study of 63 children who 
participated in a mean of 19 EAP sessions and tested using the Global 
Assessment Function (GAF) scale found that the greatest improvement 
was amongst the youngest children and there was a quick response to 
EAP amongst younger children especially those who had experienced 
physical abuse and neglect (Schultz, Remick-Barlow, & Robbins, 2007).

The conclusions that can be drawn from this literature is that all studies 
recommended that significantly more research, specifically longitudinal 
research, across age groups, genders, contexts and client cohorts needs 
to occur in all EAP and AAT contexts. The studies mentioned here 
reveal that there may be a measurable impact of EAP on a range of 
cohorts, specifically; young children who have experienced abuse, some 
adolescents who have experienced abuse and family violence and adults 
who have experienced family violence, psychiatric disorders, social 
anxiety and social isolation. However, it should be noted that there 
has been no research into the comparison between what could be very 
different kinds of EAP or AAT, that is, all EAP and AAT programs seem 
to have different models depending on the influences and preferences 
of the facilitator. As such there has been no previous examination of the 
role of the EAP or AAT facilitator in each of the programs as compared 
to the role of the horse or animal in any specific program.

Research methodology

This research used the Most Significant Change Technique (MSC), 
which was initially developed by Davies (1996, 2005) for the evaluation 
of social development programs in rural Bangladesh. MSC involves 
the collection of significant change (SC) stories at the ‘field’ (or in this 
case direct practice) level where diverse and emergent outcomes are 
produced by a complex program. During the systematic story selection 
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process, stories are assessed as the most significant by a panel of 
stakeholders (often compromising staff and funders), involving in-depth 
discussions about the value of the changes that have been reported 
(Davies, & Dart, 2003, 2005).

MSC stories are collected from people most directly involved in one equine 
learning program in Victoria, Australia during 2015 and 2016. Sixteen 
participants and their parents or their human services workers, participated 
in the research through unstructured interviews that aimed for responses 
to the broad question ‘During [specified time frame], in your opinion, 
what was the most significant change that took place for participants in the 
(equine learning) program?’ (Davies, & Dart, 2005, p. 10).

The ‘domain of change’ (Davies, & Dart, 2005) indicated in the question 
may vary from program to program. In the case of the sixteen stories 
being collected, the ‘domains of change’ may unnecessarily complicate 
the process. The story selection panel then considers responses to this 
MSC question, and identifies the most significant change of all (by 
responding to a question such as ‘From among all these significant 
changes, what do you think was the most significant change of all?’ 
(Davies, & Dart, 2005, p. 10).

MSC is seen as a useful alternative where traditional evaluation 
techniques are not able to make sense of the effects of a program. MSC 
can be utilised as a continuous process of program monitoring and 
evaluation and does not merely focus on accountability, but also on 
learning (Davies, & Dart, 2005). MSC also allows for the unique voice 
of the respondent when capturing the impacts of the program, and 
the story collection process can enable respondents to reflect on and 
articulate the SC that had occurred, thereby constructing meaning. 
During the process of story selection, the review panel is able to 
construct additional meaning (Davies, & Dart, 2005). 

In this case, MSC had been utilised to evaluate, post intervention, the 
engagement and outcomes of a specifically customised equine learning 
service. Stories were collected from 16 participants, who self-selected, by 
a field researcher independent of the equine learning service over a three 
month period in 2016. The respondents related their observations from 
the perspective of the following backgrounds and relationships with the 
equine learning service.
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The sample consisted of five adult clients, five parents of clients, two 
school well-being officers and two-community based case workers. The 
researchers conducted semi-structured qualitative interviews, with 
the aim of identifying the most significant change that took place for 
participants in the program. A central part of MSC is open questions 
to the respondent, allowing them to use their own judgment in 
selecting the significant change in the client. The researcher asked each 
interviewee: ‘In your opinion, during your involvement with this equine 
learning program, what was the most significant change that took place 
for you/participants?’

The interviews were then phrased informally in four questions: 

1.	 �Tell me how you (the storyteller) first became involved with this 
program (equine learning) and what your involvement in the program 
was.

2.	�From your point of view, describe a story that best describes the most 
significant change that has resulted from your involvement in this 
program.

3.	�Why was this story significant for you?

4.	�Have you participated in other types of therapies and/or assisted 
learning processes in the past, and how has this one differed from 
those?

Interviews were audio recorded, transcribed, and the transcriptions 
systematically analysed by the selection panel. Due to timeframe 
constraints and potential conflict of interest from other stakeholders, 
this panel was the research team. All transcripts were also fed into 
NVivo and thematically analysed to ensure no specific common themes 
were missed in the MSC change process. MSC stories that articulated 
significant program impact were developed and along with the reasons 
for the choice of these stories are presented in a research report with 
excerpts in this article.
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Equine learning as a service delivery model

‘I pretty much imagined everybody around me were horses. It 
does sound crazy but I just imagined it. I put myself back in that 
situation and thought “they're [people are] going to imitate to me 
how I'm treating them, so they'll treat me meanly if I'm treating 
them meanly and the horse is exactly the same thing”. So if I put 
off a mean or an angry vibe, they're going to sense that and do 
that to me. I just used my anchoring and my grounding. I did 
grounding every morning when I woke up or I laid in bed. You 
can do it laying down, standing up. You could sit down and do it. 
It's just that becoming one with yourself.’ 

(Townsend, Sadowski, Phillips, & Hood, 2016)

The equine learning facilitator of this equine learning program in 
Victoria, Australia has personally been involved with horses and riding 
of horses for over 30 years, since she was three years old. Up until 
2010 she had been a traditional horse-person, riding stock-work on 
the family farm and for 6 years she rode racehorses in track-work at 
the racetrack. Her respect of the horses’ sensitivity and intelligence has 
changed significantly over the past six years. She now approaches her 
relationships and connections with horses from a greater awareness that 
honours mind, body and spirit of both the horse, the individual and the 
interaction between the two of them.

As the sole facilitator of the equine learning program, the facilitator’s 
specific human services coaching and counselling training has included: 
Certificate IV in Disability; Advanced Diploma in Transpersonal 
Counselling (Phoenix Institute of Australia); MBIT - Mind Body 
Integration Coach; Level 1 – Reiki, Certified Life Coach and a Certificate 
IV in Training and Assessment (Townsend, et al., 2016)
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Diagram 1: Illustrates the interaction between facilitator, child/client and horse during 
further sessions, this change in dynamics occurs when mutual trust has been established 
between horse and child/client creating a stronger bond. The link between horse and facilitator 
changes and the dynamic between all three becomes more about mind and body experiences. 
The facilitator steps back when this has been achieved. Re-establishing connection when the 
current process is integrated and next task needs facilitation (Townsend, et al., 2016).

Diagram 2: Describes the multi-faceted factors that are part of the whole process during the 
equine learning program. Each facilitator–client approach is multi-faceted as it acknowledges 
the trauma of the client and engages in a range of mind–body experiences that are client-
centred and based on techniques from other therapeutic frameworks (Townsend, et al., 2016)
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The multi-faceted equine learning program discussed in this article 
can also be described here in Table 2, as a linear process, even though 
for many clients it may be a circular process. Also noteworthy is that 
the clients who cannot access the equine learning program include 
clients of child protection (DHHS), TAC and adult clients of mental 
health services who are unable to self-refer, due to cost and the lack of 
subsidies available by these agencies. The limitations of referrals tend to 
be about a perceived lack of knowledge and evidence of the validity and 
effectiveness of equine experiential learning/interventions.

Table 1: Equine Learning Program as a linear client engagement process

Client referral Adult clients are self-referred via the equine learning web-page or Facebook 
page. Adolescents and children are referred to equine learning from school well-
being officers, DHHS, employment agencies. Problem identification (PTSD, 
anxiety, social isolation, negative behaviours) has occurred via case-worker.

Session 1 Assessment of client’s ability to ‘orient self as safe’ at the equine learning 
venue, which is outdoors in a bush setting with a horse arena, a small 
enclosure, horses, ponies and other small animals (dog, sheep). This session 
will/may include activities to get the client to focus on their breath and 
breathing, to slow the heart rate and calm emotions.

Sessions 2, 3, 4 Mindfulness activities; introducing and developing a relationship with a horse 
chosen by the client to work with. Mindfulness involves a series of attention-
training practices and cognitive strategies that can help individuals unhook 
from unproductive thought patterns and behaviours. It involves learning to pay 
attention to the present moment rather than worrying or dwelling on the past.

Sessions 4–8 Clients can often require refresher sessions in the 6–12 months following 
the equine learning program as their emotions and/or behaviours can slowly 
‘slide’ back as normality compared to the newer emotions and behaviours 
developed through the program.

Sessions 8–10 
or 8–12

Emotions; learning new processes of managing destructive, negative emotions 
that produce stress, anxiety, isolation, anger and associated behaviours.

Refresher 
sessions

Clients can often require refresher sessions in the 6–12 months following 
the equine learning program as their emotions and/or behaviours can slowly 
‘slide’ back as normality compared to the newer emotions and behaviours 
developed through the program.

Thematic analysis

‘It’s not just the horses’ … ‘there’s a whole range of things …’

The thematic analysis of all 16 transcripts reinforces the multi-faceted 
nature of the equine learning program, where we can group the words of the 
participants, their phrases and meaning into the elements outlined in Diagram 
2: The facets of therapy, learning, and communication, coaching and/or horse 
education. This thematic analysis of the interview transcripts was conducted 
both manually and using Nvivo (6.0) during May–August 2016.
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The main themes emerging were:

Being taken (139), as in taken somewhere else, lessons, being accepted, 
bringing, holding, learning, taking something away from the program, 
turning up, engaging, being guided (Learning).

See(ing) (125), attending (the program), being asked to, bringing 
something, engaging, guided, guiding, holding, being involved, training, 
taking away (from the program), making needs visible (Coaching).

Like(d) (107), care, cared (for), similar, a wish (for something better) 
(Therapy).

Feeling (104), experiences, (the) experience (of the program), (finding) 
feeling, feels, fingers, impressed, sense and senses, touch, touched 
(Therapy).

Horses (96), horse, horses, buck (Horse Education).

Think (95), believe, cerebral, guess, imagine, reason, meaning, 
reasoning, remembering, thinking, thought, thoughts (Communication).

Make (happen) (83), build, builds, clear, clearly, crap, doing, fixed, 
gives, giving (a) hit, making, pretend, pretending, reached, reaching, 
throwing (away) (Coaching).

Know(ing) (73), bang, bed, experiences, knowing, knowledge, love, 
loved, loved ones, recognising (Learning).

Now (49) immediate, immediately, instant, the present, being present, 
straightaway (Communication).

How much (48) lots, much, often, practical, practice (Learning).

The main themes of Learning, Therapy, Communication, Coaching 
and Horse Education emerged from the thematic analysis and revealed 
some tensions in perceptions, and outcomes of this specific program. The 
terms of equine learning and equine therapy were used interchangeably 
by all participants and also by the facilitator, however, the main themes 
of Learning, Communication and Coaching seem to allude more the 
experiential learning frameworks (Blossfeld, Kilpi-Jakonen, Vovo de 
Vilhena & Bucholz, 201) rather than psycho-social therapeutic type 
processes. Participants clearly used terms such as lessons, learning 
attending, training, guided as ways of explaining the processes of the 
program which had the most significant impact on them and their 
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behaviours. The words and terms outlined above reveal that once 
participating in the program then individuals saw themselves as ‘learners’ 
and gaining skills and knowledge about themselves by learning about horses 
and then being guided through processes that impacted their behaviour. 

Conclusions 

This article summarises one study of one equine learning program 
facilitated by a sole practitioner. The participants of this equine 
learning program reflected on the components of the program and on 
the communication style and learning they experienced. The equine 
learning program encompasses facilitated observation, communication 
and embodied experiences that relate human to horse and human to 
human. The most common outcomes as expressed from the transcripts 
and from the thematic analysis includes: being taken on a journey, 
seeing something new, being liked, feeling, thinking and knowing.

The mind plus body awareness that is gained by clients of the program 
provides skills and techniques for individuals (and families) to utilise in 
every-day life (Learning) is a crucial aspect of the program. Sometimes the 
initial contact by the facilitator as intuitive practitioner requires intensive 
observation and one-to-one communication. Noticing behaviours and 
allowing individuals to locate feelings that are hidden or supressed 
(Therapy). The program then contributes to individuals engaging with 
the horses (Horse Education) and being led or trained to build their skills, 
reach out for assistance when stressed and then visioning a new way 
of feeling (Coaching). The patterns of communication are important as 
they are human to human and horse to human and human to horse, this 
transference of emotion is a complex phenomenon, which highlights to all 
the vulnerability of the client via the vulnerability of the horse. The horse 
then becomes role model as the facilitator guides the client into behaviour 
patterns recognised by the horse as calm and measured. This acts as 
a mirror for the client, who can then proceed to further activities that 
strengthen relationships within the program and then within their lives. 

EAP is an emerging form of trauma-informed practice contrasting 
against established forms of human services and therapeutic 
relationships. It is not unique, in that programs are developing across 
Australia, Europe and the USA. The horse plays a central role in the 
process of establishing a relationship plus power, the response of the 
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individual and the sentient. However, it is the philosophies, experiences 
and role of the facilitator, their passion, their processes of engaging with 
each individual client and their flexibility in adjusting the program for 
each client or group of clients plus the ability to recognise trauma in 
each individual, that allows the whole equine learning process to work.

There is no evidence of the long-term impact of equine learning programs, 
however, there is some evidence of short-term impact and significant 
behaviour change by mostly female participants. There is evidence of the 
need for participants to participate in ‘top up’ sessions at six months and 
12 months following participation in the whole program. This aligns with 
the international research evidence (Townsend, et al., 2016).

There is significant buy-in for this particular program from human 
services agencies and schools across the western region of Victoria, 
Australia, however, funding can be difficult to locate for individual clients 
or families to participate (Townsend, et al., 2016). Clients are reporting 
and demonstrating to others, significant changes in their engagement 
with education, work and their relationships following participation in the 
equine learning program. This is most often the aim of referral agencies, 
case-workers and schools, to get individuals to re-engage with their services 
so that further learning and development for individuals can occur.
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According to international documents, older people have the right 
to fully develop their skills and and knowledge, and to have a sense 
of dignity. Seniors with disabilities also have the same rights. 
For this reason, it is necessary to provide personal development 
and education that enables a good quality of life, in spite of their 
disability. Developing social competences is an important part of 
education, however it is necessary to follow specific requirements 
when working with this target group. This study is concerned with 
the analysis of psychological bases and specific features of developing 
social competences of seniors with disabilities. It offers possibilities 
for developing their social competences by means of the training 
programme Happy Senior. 
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Introduction

The number of people older than 60 will increase from 11% (in 
2006) to 22% by the year 2050. By then, there will be more seniors 
than children for the first time in the history of the human race. The 
ageing population, along with the social consequences, significantly 
emphasises the importance of the ageing society as well as individual 
ageing (WHO, 2007, in: Veteška, 2016). Longer years of healthy and 
active lifestyles and maintaining functional ability lead to successful 
ageing (Dienstbier 2009). These can be supported by providing general 
information (together with prevention) and systematic education for 
adults (including education for seniors about healthy ageing). There 
are two basic aims fulfilled by education: the social aim oriented to 
the development of human resourcefulness, and the individual aim of 
dealing with the personality of individuals and their ability to adapt 
themselves to changing life conditions (Porubská, Határ, 2009).

We live in a time marked by significant demographic changes in 
population. Compared to the past, living standards have increased, 
directly impacting the growing age of the population. In the past the 
composition of the population had a pyramidal shape – with an increase 
in age there was a corresponding decrease in the number of people. Now 
we see this shape has narrowed and in the future it will more closely 
resemble a tree. Average life expectancy increases with better living 
standards. As the number of retired people increases, the percentage 
of disabled and disadvantaged seniors is proportionally higher as well. 
As a consequence of their disability, these seniors are often placed in 
residential social service institutions or in other facilities for seniors 
(Határ, 2014; Müller de Morais, Jedličková, 2015).

The attitude of society to seniors and seniors with a disability is quite 
negative. Ageing and illness are generally perceived to represent the 
decline of a human life. In Central Europe, there is still a predominant 
stereotypical perception of older people as unproductive because their 
experience and competences are considered less relevant (Balogová, 
2009; Határ, 2014). The value system of this society emphasises 
maintaining our competences, appearance, efficacy and performance, 
which puts older people and older people with a disability in a very 
disadvantaged position. This emphasis is supported by mass media 
who confirm the importance of outward appearance, health, vitality and 
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activity. All exceptions to this norm are considered to be non-beneficial. 
Therefore ageing is not only everyone’s individual problem, but a social 
problem as well. Society should respect seniors with all their specific 
attributes influenced by age and health conditions. We should provide 
them with conditions for their personal development that will improve 
their quality of life. 

In our article we emphasise the importance of personal progress for 
seniors with a disability that can be achieved through training in social 
competences. The aim of our study is to analyse psychological bases to 
identify specific ways of developing the social competences of seniors 
with a disability. We also look at the possibilities of developing their 
social competences through the programme Happy Senior, which is 
used as an example of programmes for seniors carried out in social 
service institutions.

Education for seniors with a disability and its psychological bases 

Psychologists (Langmeier, Krejčířová, 2006; Vágnerová, 2000) say 
that people are as old as they feel. Judging the quality of life by years 
is the same as judging the value of a book by the number of pages. 
In other words, it is not possible to measure quality of life by life 
expectancy. People can keep their minds and bodies fresh if they are 
able and motivated to acquire new skills and knowledge and to develop 
their personalities. Many researchers (Balogová, 2009; Határ, 2016; 
Dienstbier, 2009) confirm that education for seniors carries importance. 
This raises many questions related to the education of seniors with 
a disability living in residential social service institutions or other 
facilities. These institutions are mainly orientated to satisfying their 
physiological needs. However, all humans, including seniors with a 
disability, are unique, with their own psychological needs to be satisfied 
in order to have a better quality of life.

Vágnerová (2000) characterises these psychological needs more 
thoroughly and she includes: the need for stimulation, the need for 
orientation and learning, the need for activity, the need for emotional 
certainty and safety, and the need for self-realisation and an open 
future. Many retired people are no longer performing a professional role 
so they need to redefine themselves later in life. The needs of seniors are 
very individual. However, all these needs form a complex relationship 
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which consists of the physical, the psychological, and the social, and 
these are inseparable from each other. These needs should be taken into 
consideration and could be satisfied through education.

Muhlpachr (2004) describes education for seniors as a purposeful 
process with internal rules, specific targets, forms, methods and means, 
representing the tools for achieving determined aims. 

Prusáková (2005) thinks about the questions that have to be answered 
in order to make this education effective: 

What makes the orientation of education for seniors so specific? 

What characteristic features do educational situations with seniors 
have? 

What psychological and sociological aspects influence the educational 
intentions? These questions help to analyse their needs and look for 
possible solutions. 

Planning this education requires knowledge of the psychology of an 
older person. Čornaničová (2007) defines this from the aspect of:

1.	 Specific features as bases of modelling the education for seniors 

•	 To perceive education for seniors as a lifelong process. 

•	� To take into consideration all the possibilities of the educational 
system. 

•	� To recognise the needs and interests of seniors. 

•	� To enable education for all seniors without discrimination.

•	� To improve the quality of life for seniors by means of educational 
activities.

•	� To remove the traditional opinion about life in the senium.

•	� To support the active life of seniors.

•	� To make use of their life experience for themselves and for society as 
well.

2.	The proper process of education for seniors:

•	� To choose adequate methods, forms and means.
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•	� To respect psychophysical changes in the process of ageing.

•	� To see all the specific features of this education.

•	� To advise seniors how to solve their personal problems by means of 
educational activities.

•	� To support creativity and an active lifestyle.

•	� To provide not only knowledge but also psychological support.

Seniors with a disability require a different approach than other 
educational groups in different age categories. It is very important 
to be aware of the psychological aspects typical of the education and 
instruction of seniors. In order to make the education of this target 
group effective, we have to respect and accept these particularities.

When old age occurs, there are physical, psychological, personal and 
social changes that alter a person’s ability to learn and which influence 
the course of education as well. This decline in abilities, such as those 
related to the recording, storing and using of information, start to be 
evident in the senium (Vágnerová, 2000).

Table 1: An outline of developmental changes and specific features of 
education for seniors

Developmental changes Specific features of education

Changes of the activating 
level –  slowing down of mental 
activity, worsened concentration 
and attention, greater tiredness, 
delayed reaction time.

Slower presentation speed – respect longer reaction times and 
information processing. 
Allow time for thinking about answers. Provide smaller 
amounts of information in the same time frame.
Formulate instructions and tasks clearly. Reiterate provided 
information often. 
Use analogical methods – similarity. 
Strengthen the knowledge using illustrative methods (practical 
exercises, demonstration, experiental methods, and tools).
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Developmental changes Specific features of education

Changes in orientation of 
the surroundings – reduction 
in sensual perception, changes 
in vision – far-sightedness 
(hyperopia), presbyopia, reduced 
adaptation to darkness.

Educational materials: 

Use white paper (not blue nor green paper for example).
Do not use glossy paper.
Use a bigger font size. 
Use a black or red font on a white background.
Use simple sentence structure.
Use bigger graphical visualisations.
Adopt the use of a magnifying glass. 
Check reading glasses. 
Create a safe environment for education (no risk of injury).

Changes in hearing – reduction 
in hearing, worsened perception of 
high tones, sounds, fast speech and 
speech of more than one person 
at once

Use short and simple sentences.
Repeat information more often. 
Speak clearly and slowly. 
Speak more loudly but do not shout. 
Speak with seniors face to face. 
Minimise disturbing moments. 
Remove background noise.
Check the functionality and correct setting of their hearing 
devices. 
Find out which ear is better for hearing.

Decline of memory 
competences – decay and 
slowing down of all memory 
processes, reduction in the ability 
of short-term memory.

Plan shorter and more frequent educational units. 
Include longer breaks. 
Use pictorial and illustrative methods of education more often.

Changes in intellectual 
functions and difficulties in 
learning – decline of intellectual 
abilities, bigger reduction of fluid 
intelligence, tendency to use 
knowledge and ways of thinking 
which were acquired in the past 
(crystallic intelligence).

Use adequate forms and methods of education for seniors 
(in relation to the subject matter and type of topic, age 
particularities, and health limitations of seniors).
Respect preferred styles of learning.
Teach seniors ‘how to learn’.
Motivate seniors to use their previously acquired knowledge, 
strategies of thinking and ways of solving different situations.
Allow seniors to apply their own experiences when solving any 
model situations.
Provide plenty of opportunities to speak and express 
themselves.
Use objects, pictures or drawings as a starting point and ask 
seniors to tell you what they see.
Give seniors a chance to talk about what they are learning. 
Be interested in their learning difficulties: ask them what is 
easy and what is difficult. 
By planning model situations, make use of personal needs 
and interests, provide seniors with a possibility to show their 
curiosity and creativity. 
Use different methods of repeating and strengthening 
knowledge.
Enable them to apply the acquired knowledge and skills in 
particular activities.
Provide systematic positive feedback.
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Developmental changes Specific features of education

Declining ability to coordinate 
different cognitive functions 
and to use different 
information in analysing 
problems – reduced possibility to 
use more complicated strategies, 
a tendency to solve problems in a 
simplified way.

Respect any hierarchy of learning by seniors.
Use life experience of seniors by learning.
Support experiential learning.
Apply active and creative activities.
Use methods of solving problems in teaching.
Activate the attention of seniors by applying adequate initial 
and continuous motivating methods.
Create a logical structure of topics (concept maps, supporting 
points, key words, graphs, schemes).
Facilitate the process of learning by seniors with the 
application of manifold mnemotechnic aids.
Include as many senses as possible in the process of learning. 

Changes in will and will 
processes, changes in 
personality, changes in 
emotional experience and 
social relationships – slower 
deciding, increasing the need for 
safety and stability, deepening 
introversion, carefulness, 
punctiliousness, anxiety, tendency 
towards impatience, higher 
concentration on self and close 
people in one’s surroundings.

Provide plenty of opportunities for seniors to get to know and 
support each other. 
Create a light atmosphere in the educational group with 
humour, jokes and laughter.
Include social activities in the educational group which 
support the feeling of belonging to the group.
Use learning in teams and support small group projects.
Apply adequate strategies and methods of emotionalisation.
Teach them how to verbalise feelings so that seniors can 
express how they feel.
Enable them to plan their social activities, debates, exhibitions 
of their own projects, trips or excursions.

Psychological changes 
of increasing character 
in senium – (calmness, 
perseverance, patience, stability 
in opinions, wisdom, ability of 
forming judgements etc.).

Support the development of creativity by means of reading, 
writing, word games and other activities.
Support positive motivation, joy and enthusiasm in seniors.
Respect specific individual characteristics of their personalities 
in their learning.
Stimulate their positive character features using manifold 
psychology games.

(Adapted according to Cohen, 2001, Zanovitová, 2015, Vágnerová, 
2000, Langmeier, Krejčířová, 2006, Škorvagová, 2016)

Neurological changes are related to the psychological changes in old age 
(i.e. changes in the central nervous system). It has been demonstrated 
that the human brain loses between 10% and 15% of its weight (Stuart-
Hamilton, 1999, in: Veteška, 2016). It can have an influence on the 
psychology because the cells of the central nervous system cannot be 
replaced (Stuart-Hamilton, 1999, in: Veteška, 2016).

Changes in intellectual ability occur in different ways. Older people 
tend to keep their ability to use previously acquired knowledge and 
ways of thinking. Bigger changes can be seen in the ability to process 
new information and solutions. They keep their previously acquired 
knowledge, strategies of thinking, and solving different situations 
much more easily. This fact also confirms the importance of experience 
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– the more we learn, the more we will apply through to our old age 
(Langmeier, Krejčířová, 2006).

The majority of current conceptions about ‘successful ageing’ emphasise 
the importance of maintaining a decent amount of activity in old age. 
Inactivity is pathogenic not only physically (e.g. muscular atrophy, 
sensory defects, immobilisation syndrome) but also mentally and 
socially. Many studies (Langmeier, Krejčířová, 2006; Vágnerová, 2000) 
demonstrate that adequate activation of cognitive processes (after some 
short training) helps older people to achieve results that are comparable 
to the results of many younger people when testing fluid intelligence 
(Langmeier, Krejčířová, 2006). 

In regards to creativity, numerous statistics point out that people achieve 
their peak in all areas of creative activity between the ages of 25 to 40, 
and then their productivity usually decreases. However, if we look at the 
performance of some famous people in their old age, the statistics in this 
area can be misleading (e.g. Goethe finished the second part of Faust at 
the age of 83, Sophocles wrote his King Oedipus at the age of 80, etc.). 
We can agree with the opinion that there is no upper age barrier limiting 
human creativity. People can be creative throughout their whole life. 
Motivation, persistence and enthusiasm are more decisive here than age 
(Langmeier, Krejčířová, 2006). According to Cohen (2001), our creativity, 
positive outlook and sense of well-being boost our immune system. 

Ageing causes performance to slow down as well. Older people have 
more difficulty understanding and adapting to new situations. But the 
worsening of general ability does not necessarily occur concurrently; for 
example, older people may need more time for some activities but they 
are still able to do them (Vágnerová, 2000).

In education for seniors we have to take into consideration that the load 
of the organism – the biological and psychological load – increases with 
ageing. Therefore a very important role is played in how people prepare 
for their old age. There already exists courses in preparation for old 
age (e.g. in the USA since 1949 and England one year later). The main 
aim is to increase the quality of life of the individual and to contribute 
to intergenerational cohesion. Educational activities help to ensure a 
successful transition and adaptation to later developmental periods and 
they contribute to keeping and improving health (Veteška, 2016).
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At the same time, we would like to emphasise that the aforementioned 
developmental changes in old age are very individual – they have an 
individual character and not all old people experience these changes in 
the same way.

It is indisputable that personal development can continue in later life 
and old people can benefit from their own wisdom and experience. 
There are many old people who start learning a new language, or braille 
alphabet, typewriting or working with a PC. Psychological changes in 
old age also depend on biological as well as socio-cultural influences. 
However, the time when these changes start to become evident, their 
dynamics and also the reactions to them are fully individual (Vágnerová, 
2000). Research (Merriam, 2001, in Crawford, 2004) supports the idea 
of lifelong learning of healthy individuals up to at least the age of 70. 

Similarly, other studies (http://www.euromedinfo.eu/teaching-older-
adults.html/) also confirm that learning capacity usually remains at 
a performing level up to the age of 80. We cannot stop the process 
of ageing, but we can use certain methods that are connected with 
increasing the ability of keeping mental processes active: education, 
exercise and manifold other stimulating activities for the brain.

Older people cannot learn as fast as young people but they can 
compensate this deficit with a wide scale of experience (Crawford, 
2004). When teaching older adults, we can make use of the 
psychological character developments occurring in old age, in that older 
people are calmer, have more perseverance, patience, wisdom, stability 
in opinions, and the ability to form judgements (Zanovitová, 2015).

In addition to the aforementioned developmental changes, the ability 
of seniors with a disability to learn is also influenced by the type and 
degree of disability, which must be taken into consideration when 
choosing topics, principles, methods, forms and strategies. In order 
to be able to work with seniors with a disability, it is necessary to 
have adequate theoretical knowledge and practical experience of 
the particular expressions and features resulting from certain kinds 
of disability. Knowledge of the disability area enables us to choose 
educational principles, methods, forms and aids correctly. We can 
apply educational strategies that will facilitate and make the education 
process more effective. They can help us to achieve our determined 
educational aims and, in this way, they will increase their quality of life 
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at retirement age. In order to achieve educational aims it is important 
to set up educational programmes in such a way that participation 
in these programs will help seniors solve their personal problems. 
We also emphasise the importance of providing opportunities for the 
participation of seniors, for their creative self-expression and cultivation 
of their personalities in order to develop their social competences 
(Müller de Morais, Rapsová, 2017).

We support the idea of creating complex programmes based on the needs 
of the practice. They should respect the overall view, from the individual 
as well as to the heterogeneity of the training group (Veteška, 2013). 

Developing social competences of seniors with a disability through the 
Happy Senior program 

It is necessary to develop more adaptable social competences in seniors 
with a disability in order to improve their quality of life and to minimise 
the negative consequences of their disability. Social training can be very 
beneficial because the competences to manage a wide range of social 
situations provides a certain protection in stressful situations, tensions 
and conflicts. A reasonable level of social competences significantly 
determines the ability to cope with daily stress, to create good and non-
conflictive interpersonal relationships, and to find more efficient ways of 
solving conflicts and misunderstandings. Socially competent people play 
an active role in their life, they can express their needs and they achieve 
their personal aims (Liberman, Derisi, Muesser, 1989, Praško, Možný, 
Šlepecký, 2007, Wilkinson and Canter, 2005).

The social competences of individuals is equally related to their social 
life and feeling of being healthy. The training of social competences  
can also provide possibilities on how to avoid and reduce stressful 
situations. It supports their efficient psycho-social performance and 
interpersonal relationships. In this way, they start participating actively 
in the society that provides them new options and other suitable models 
for their social learning. New interpersonal relationships can help to 
improve adaptability, to see personal performance aims in a more 
realistic way and also to express deep, hidden feelings. The group form 
of social training can help them to solve their problems because the 
principle of ‘more heads, more ideas’ is valid here (Liberman, Derisi, 
Muesser, 1989).
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Currently the development of social competences has been at the centre 
of attention in many areas of social practice. Programmes aimed at 
developing social competences have become a part of lifelong education 
and psycho-therapeutic procedures. In our work we understand social 
competences as part of a wider range of educational activities. It is a 
practical activity that supports the process of (social and cognitive) 
learning based on interpersonal experience and emotional feelings. Its 
basic principle is the purposeful and organised development of social 
behaviour. The training of social competences follows changes in social 
behaviour. This approach does not try to change the personal character 
or experiences of the individual. As people become more socially 
competent, changes can occur in other areas of their life. Because they 
are more effective in their social interaction, they are able to act in 
different social situations, their self-perception and self-confidence are 
much stronger, and they start to believe more in their own skills.

Nowadays, all programmes based on functional development of social 
behaviour aim their strategies of acting on three important areas of 
personality (Zelinová, 1997):

1.	 Abilities, intellect and thinking – a cognitive approach

2.	Emotions, feelings and experience – an experiential approach

3.	Behaviour – a behavioural approach

Currently specialists have been trying to connect different areas and 
theories of professional help with the aim of finding more effective ways 
of intervention. This approach is based on looking for similar features 
and methods. For example, one such approach regarding the training 
practice is the eclectic approach – integration or combined usage of 
different methods, tendencies and schools in order to help people more 
effectively (Popelková, Zaťková, 2009). 

A very effective model of social training is based on the cognitive 
behavioural approach. We prefer this model in our work as well.

The training of social competences can be carried out in individual or 
group form. The individual form allows us to concentrate on the specific 
problems of the participant. This way is preferred when we work with 
a person with a disability or a person who has problems with joining a 
group (Wilkinson, Canter, 1982). However, the group form has several 
advantages. One of its biggest benefits is that the group creates a social 
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situation which is already ‘a real situation’. There are different types of 
people and this is a positive aspect in role playing and providing feedback. 
Members of the group represent different models and they can help others 
to realise that the model of the coach is not the only ‘correct’ one there. 
This form of learning is more effective when the models have features 
similar to the observer/participant of the training (Bandura, Grusec, 
Menlow, 1967, in: Wilkinson, Canter, 1982). The group form of training 
allows the participants to meet different types of people and to practise 
new competences. These sessions can help participants to feel more self-
confident. If there are more advanced people in the training session, they 
can influence the expectations of the others in a positive way.

The Happy Senior training programme is part of a research project of 
The Scientific Agency of the Ministry of Education, Science, Research 
and Sport of the Slovak Republic and the Slovak Academy of Sciences: 
no. 1/0176/15 Paradigms in the education for disabled adults and 
seniors in the residential care.

This project was basic research and the model of our proposed training 
programme did not go through the experimental verification. Other 
outputs of solving the given research project were published in several 
works by Határ (2016), Müller de Morais, Jedličková (2015), Müller de 
Morais, Rapsová (2017), etc. The model of the Happy Senior training 
programme is created on the basis of the training manual of social 
competences by Wilkinson, Canter (1982). We also applied our own 
longtime experience in carrying out training of social competences in 
different age groups. Moreover, it is inspired by the works of: Beck 
(1999); Ellis (1999, 2001); Friedman, Thase and Wright (2008), 
Mahoney (1974), etc. We hope that some ideas and methods of our 
training programme model can also be applied in the education of 
seniors with a disability in the Australian context. 

The model of this training programme is based on the cognitive 
behavioural approach which has two central principles: first, our 
cognition has a significant impact on our emotions and behaviour: we 
act as we behave, it can strongly influence our thinking patterns and 
emotions. Second, the desired change in behaving and acting can be 
achieved by a change in thinking (Wright, Basco & Thase, 2008). The 
cognitive behavioural approach is based on the theory that the cause of 
psychological difficulties is found in wrong ways of thinking and behaving 
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which are taught and kept by outer and inner factors. People are able to 
re-learn these wrong ways of behaving, or they can learn newer, more 
suitable ways of behaviour which will enable them to adapt themselves 
to different situations more effectively and to solve their problems. Over 
the course of several decades, many behavioural methods have arisen 
(e.g. methods of creating new behaviour, methods of changing existing 
behaviour, operational conditioning, etc.) as well as cognitive methods 
(e.g. cognitive restructuring, self-briefing, etc.). They have a wide 
application not only in the therapeutical approach to the treatment of 
mental disorders but also some of them have been applied to the training 
of social competences and developing of social competences of the wider 
population. Social training as a model social situation is based on the 
assumption that there exists the process of cognitive and social learning in 
every group interaction. After completing the training, the acquired social 
competences and components of social behaviour can be applied to real 
life by means of transferring them from the model situation. 

The Happy Senior training programme is based on the interpersonal 
experience of the participants in the training group, its cognitive 
processing and the accompanying emotional experience. It depends 
mainly on the purposeful and organised development of the components 
of social behaviour and on increasing the social competences of 
participants in the training programme. 

The program aims to increase social competencies by developing social 
skills and knowledge in five key areas: 

1.	 Knowing themselves and others

2.	Interpersonal communication

3.	Understanding their emotions

4.	Solving conflicts and coping with difficult situations

5.	Being more 

These individual parts of the programme are mutually independent.

The contents of this programme should be manifold, fulfilling specific 
features, requirements, interests, current needs and aims of the 
participants in the training group. We recommend carrying out this 
training in the form of small social groups and to divide the traditional 
group session into six parts: 



282  Marianna Müller de Morais and Lucia Rapsová

1. Warming up the group. 

After arriving, members of the group get acquainted with the new 
situation, establishing a feeling of safety and certainty within the group. 
Help them to understand any new conditions and start relaxing the group 
by means of some warm-up exercises. You can use the warm-up exercises 
as an introductory part of the training programme and a complement 
to other activities as well. Particular types of warm-up exercises can be 
created in order to practise different aspects of behaviour.

2. Instruction.

Every group session should be based on a certain topic (social 
competences), which can be related to nonverbal or verbal behaviour. 
The first step of training social competences to be achieved is letting 
the participants feel the need or desire to acquire the given social 
competences and understand its benefit. The task of the coach is to 
describe the given behaviour in detail and to explain its importance. 
The coach will explain to the participants why it is necessary to use this 
competences in the social interaction; what advantages are connected 
with its acquisition and what disadvantages we may meet if we do not 
know or do not use these expressions of behaviour. It is possible to 
create the need or desire to acquire social competences by means of a 
dialogue or discussion about the advantages of using them, or by using 
a film or video recording. It is very important that the coach gives clear 
and understandable instructions presented on the basis of examples, 
which should be similar to the situations the participants experience 
and should be expressed in a language that the participants understand 
without any problem. The instructions are not only given to inform 
participants about the social behaviour, but should also provide the 
basis for any subsequent training and role-play. The participants should 
be aware of what they are supposed to do during the role-play before 
taking part in them. 

3. Modelling. 

The essence of modelling is the performance of a social competences 
by means of a living or symbolic model. It is subsequently followed by 
specific training of the given social competences. The training of the 
social competences starts in such a way that two volunteers are asked 
to perform the given social competences. Feedback is very important 
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at this step. In this way useful information can be provided to the 
participants about their behaviour, what they are doing correctly 
or incorrectly, and what they lack the most so that they can correct 
and improve their behaviour. After practising there should follow a 
discussion where we can analyse their behaviour, look for the best ways 
for using the social competences, or some alternative options. Modelling 
and practising the behaviour of participants necessarily needs guiding 
and controlling by the coach of the training, mainly by means of verbal 
instruction and feedback on social learning.

4. Role-playing. 

The main component of training social competences is the training 
of behaviour. After the instructions and performed behaviour 
(competences), participants play out short scenes that simulate real life 
situations. The task of the coach is mainly to deal with the preparation of 
a suitable environment for role-playing. When everything is ready, the 
coach should explain to the participants which type of specific behaviour 
will be practised. In this way, the participants can concentrate better on 
the practised behaviour during the scene, and provide feedback later. 

5. Strengthening. 

When all participants have received information about a certain social 
competences by means of instructions and models and they have 
practised the given behaviour, their skills will be improved on the basis 
of strengthening. Strengthening can take the form of positive or negative 
feedback which will provide participants with information about their 
behaviour and a reward (appraisal), or we can use another form of 
evaluating. The coach and other members of the group can provide 
feedback. If the feedback is provided by the participants of the training 
group, the coach should prepare them in advance to be positive so that 
their feedback is helpful for all the group. The process of providing 
feedback can have a significantly positive influence. It provides an 
opportunity to practise direct communication with others and it helps 
other members of the group to concentrate on the shared activity. It 
unifies them and also increases the possibility of learning to observe 
the behaviour that they were just learning. Concerning rewards, we can 
use verbal rewards (praise and encouragement) or non-verbal rewards 
(nodding in agreement, a tap on the back, some applause) or we can 
use other forms of reward (stars as rewards, etc.) The systematic use of 
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feedback and rewards can shape the individual in the correct way and it 
increases the probability of repeated occurrence.

6. Giving homework. 

By means of this training, participants will have acquired social 
competences in the model situations. Therefore it is important that 
they apply them in real life. Giving homework provides an opportunity 
to try newly acquired ways of behaviour in real situations and in this 
way they can transform the competences acquired during the training 
sessions into their own environment. It is useful to write down the 
setting of homework on paper or in an exercise book. We can ask the 
participants to record their performance and take notes of everything 
that was happening during the practise of the given task, and their 
success, feelings, and difficulties with which they had to cope. Taking 
a note of homework enables them to monitor their own behaviour and 
also provides useful information to the coach who can subsequently 
give feedback to the participants in future sessions. Noting homework 
together with subsequent feedback can be a very powerful tool for 
improving behaviour. 

The constellation of the group session can change according to the 
situational and individual needs of participants. The particular tasks, 
activities and breaks that are included in the training, work according to 
the preceding analysis of the group situation, depending on the needs of 
the participants and the type and degree of their disability. 

We recommend carrying out the Happy Senior training programme 
in small homogeneous groups (according to their disability). Each part 
requires 10 sessions. The sessions should be regular, taking place once a 
week. The length of these meetings depends on the health condition of 
the participants. If it is possible, we recommend 60 minute sessions.

A group of up to 15 participants represents an optimal group for 
developing social competences. Smaller groups can mean more intensive 
work for the individual. Groups of 3 to 5 participants are the smallest 
groups where training is still possible (Hermochova, 1982).

From the point of view of effectiveness, a training plan of 8 to 12 
sessions with a normal group size is considered to be one ‘presentation’ 
of the different ways of developing social competences. However, 
working with disabled participants requires certain modifications of 
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time schedules according to their type and degree of disability. We 
suggest a longitudinal programme (a total number of 50 sessions) where 
long-term effects can be expected.

The group sessions should take place in a room where there is enough space 
for the free movement of participants and for role-play. There should be 
carpet, comfortable chairs, and a blackboard or flipchart (boards on the 
walls are also suitable). Privacy is an important factor of these sessions and 
therefore sessions should not be interrupted by many observers.

When creating the aforementioned training program, we applied several 
principles which are based on the principles of working with individuals 
with special needs (Jesenský, 2000; Jedličková, 2014). It is also 
necessary to respect these principles in the subsequent application of the 
programme in the target group of seniors with a disability: 

1. Principle of humanity and respect of human dignity of people with 
a disability:  this is the most important principle; that is, above all 
the other mentioned principles because it influences all educational 
activities. We always have to keep in mind that we work with people 
who, despite their disability, want to keep their human dignity and they 
deserve our respect. The coach of the training programme is supposed 
to be sensitive, empathic, tactful and tolerant of the target group. At the 
same time the coach should try to have a positive and balanced attitude 
to seniors and be willing to help them to achieve any personal aims and 
solve any problems and difficulties.

2. Principle of purposeful proceeding and performing: it is important to 
consider all interventions and components which form the educational 
process. We must not forget about personal interests, motivation or 
participation of the person with the disability in solving the given task. 
Intentionally established situations must be guided and completed by 
spontaneously acted means.

3. Principle of well-being, rationality, emotionality, adequateness and 
prevention against stress: we must avoid overly high requirements and 
stress during the educational intervention. Activities should become 
gradually more complicated. It is also necessary to alternate work with 
relaxation and to establish a positive atmosphere. Educational actuation 
should represent prevention against undesirable phenomena, mainly the 
arising and development of defectiveness.
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4. Principle of respecting the needs of people with a disability, plurality 
and comprehensiveness of the educational actuation: is based on the 
fact that adults with specific educational needs already have a formed 
personality. They usually know what they need and it is important to 
respect that. 

5. Principle of activity, independence, assertiveness and emancipation: 
represents the abilities, qualities and states where people with a 
disability usually have a low performance score. It is connected with 
underestimation and depressive states resulting from an inability to 
accept their disability or distortion. It is possible to overcome these 
states with the help of suitable means.

6. Principle of applying re-educational and compensative methods, 
technical conditions and marketing of educational services: this is an 
adaptation and modification of the conditions of education regarding 
the type and degree of disability and the use of compensation and 
rehabilitation aids.

7. Principle of dominance and complementarity of tasks, means and 
institutionalisation: during the educational intervention, depending 
on its character and tasks, different approaches, means and forms 
can be used. Some components will have a dominant position and 
this dominance influences the effectiveness of the chosen means. An 
important task of the coach of the training programme is to determine 
and regulate this dominance. 

8. Principle of integration, partnership, support and solidarity: the basis 
of this principle is to support the integration of people with a disability into 
a society of people without disabilities or people with similar disabilities. It 
can help them to get rid of isolation, segregation and defectiveness.

9. Principle of union of educational, rehabilitative and social actuation: 
the education of adults or seniors with a disability should be related to 
their rehabilitation or social intervention. Therefore, the differences 
between the educational, rehabilitative and social actuation should not 
be big, but instead complement each other. Competent specialists should 
be able to cooperate mutually and coordinate their actuation in favour of 
supporting the personal development of person with the disability. 

10. Principle of subsidiarity and participation: this is a requirement to 
approach the educational actuation in ways that can be carried out in every 
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environment wherever people with disabilities live. At the same time, 
this principle requires some adjustment of local conditions and adequate 
schooling of people who are in daily contact with people with disabilities.

The effectiveness and success of educational-rehabilitative programmes 
is influenced more by the psychosocial components than any existing 
disability or illness. In this target group, often we see apathy and resignation 
present, as well as a decrease of performance conditioned by the organic 
changes of the brain, which reduce and complicate the effectiveness of the 
educational-rehabilitative actuation. However, it is possible to overcome 
this. We can achieve this by determining small and easily accessible aims. 
The steady results form the most important motivation in the area of 
education, activation and rehabilitation of seniors (Vítková, 2006).

In order to have effective group training, two coaches are usually 
recommended. One coach deals with the contents of exercises. The 
other coach is responsible for developing the dynamics of the sessions.
(Komarková, Slameník & Výrost, 2001). The ideal combination for 
providing models is represented by coaches of any gender. However, 
two coaches of the same gender can provide effective training as well 
(Wilkinson, Canter,1982). At least one of the coaches should have greater 
experience with working with seniors with disabilities and with leading 
social training. It is not enough that coaches are enthusiastic about their 
work, they should have social competences to work with seniors with 
disabilities and to cope with difficult and critical situations. They should 
also have skill in leading group therapy (Dobeš, Fedáková, 2006).

This approach of training social competences is based on ongoing, 
regular evaluation of behaviour and improvement of every participant 
after every training part. The evaluation should be aimed at the process 
of training (how participants acquire new social competences) as well 
as on the result (how they use these competences in everyday life). In 
this way we can see if participants have obtained a higher level of social 
competences (Lieberman, Derisi, Muesser, 1989). For example, at 
the end of our programme one participant was able to listen to others 
and provide them with feedback. We could see her increased social 
competences through her active participation in conversation, and she 
was not afraid to ask for help and to reject unacceptable requirements.

According to Lieberman, Derisi and Muesser (1989), the best way how 
to find out if the training is running well is to frequently evaluate the 
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progress with role–play, involving every participant after each session. 
Participants also reply to questions and they evaluate the course and 
activities done in the session. When analysing their answers, we can also 
use other evaluating methods: the casuistic method, observing method 
(direct, hidden or mediated), method of dialogue (free or structured), 
techniques of regulating the behaviour (contract methods, forming, self-
instruction, systematic strengthening and modelling, role playing, etc., 
in: Škorvagová, 2016).

Conclusion

All educational activities for seniors are based on the fact that people 
are able to learn and be creative throughout the ageing period into old 
age, a time when learning has its specific requirements. These need to 
be taken into consideration because they are decisive in the effectiveness 
of education. We agree with the opinion that the preparation of seniors 
for old age and also their knowledge about healthy lifestyles could 
significantly influence the quality of their later life in the future.

Educational activities at the senior age provide a feeling of dignity. They 
contribute to the satisfaction and fulfilment of psychological and social 
needs, and to the integration of the individual in society. They also 
help seniors to cope with new tasks and activities more easily and they 
provide a better quality of life. In the educational process seniors receive 
new information which subsequently enables them to be more balanced 
psychologically because they get an overview about their everyday 
life. There is also the possibility of having a more satisfying later life. 
Educational activities in senior age contribute not only to the autonomy, 
dignity and life self-realisation, but are also significant for maintaining 
and improving health (Veteška, 2016).

The results of certain research (Hrapková, 2011) confirms that 
older people who continue with their education and have a new life 
programme at their disposal, feel better and more vital physically and 
mentally. They suffer from less depression and find new meaning and 
dimension to life.

Határ (2014) says that many older people with a disability who need 
the help and care of other people due to their disability, often resign 
to finding a new perspective in their lives. The fact remains that 
psychological, social and biological factors influence the quality of life 
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of every individual in senior years. Therefore it is important to provide 
conditions to seniors so that they can live the autumn of their lives 
actively. In order to achieve this, psychological and educational activities 
(e.g. the Happy Senior training programme) can be useful because 
they have a certain activating energy which can help older people to 
participate in an active social life again and develop their personal 
potential according to their possibilities. 

Social competences developed by means of the Happy Senior 
programme help older people to know themselves better and to be more 
successful in their interpersonal relationships with other people.

Lastly we would like to emphasise that this programme can be applied, 
not only in the European context, but universally in all cultures because 
it is based on generally valid principles of social training and on the 
cognitive behavioural approach that is an internationally accepted 
approach in medicine, psychology, education and science. This 
programme has an eclectic character and in its training practice we 
can use effective methods from different tendencies and schools. All 
modifications are related only to the specific needs and requirements 
of a particular training group and its individual members. The general 
principles of this programme can also be beneficial for Australia and 
other continents.

This study is part of the research project of The Scientific Agency of the 
Ministry of Education, Science, Research and Sport of the Slovak Republic 
and the Slovak Academy of Sciences: – no. 1/0176/15 – Paradigms in the 
education for disabled adults and seniors in the residential care.
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Considered a third contribution to his wider oeuvre (see also Beyond 
Learning: Democratic Education for a Human Future and Good Education 
in an Age of Measurement) on interrogating education and democracy, in 
The beautiful risk of education, Biesta presents a compelling critique on 
the current state of education in the 21st century. Drawing on Deweyan, 
Derridean, Arendtian and Rancièreian ideas of emancipation and 
education, the book is organised into seven thematic chapters – creativity, 
communication, teaching, learning, emancipation, democracy and 
virtuosity, united with an edifying epilogue: for a pedagogy of the event.

Cent rally, he takes up a theme introduced in his previous works – the 
‘we akness of education’. By this, Biesta means to challenge the notion 
that education can, or should be, a systematic, mechanistic and risk-free, 
activity. Rather, he argues that risk is, always has been, and certainly should 
be, at the heart of meaningful education. If acceptance (and god forbid, 



294     Liz Stewart

embracement) of this inherent risk makes education ‘weak’ in the eyes of 
policy makers obsessed with predictable metrics and inelastic data analysis, 
then this represents a denial of education’s very constitution. Biesta thus 
reasons that to eliminate risk from education is not merely paradoxical but a 
pursuit based on an inherently faulty premise. Eradicating uncertainty in our 
education systems, policies, institutes and pedagogies is not only antithetical 
to meaningful learning but is an ultimately irresolvable objective. 

This argument evokes a sense of the Taoist philosophical spirit that 
resonated with my philosophical leanings. A branch that is hard and stiff 
is not strong by virtue of its brittleness. Rather, it is the supple sapling 
with its yielding fibres that is truly strong; it bends easily in the breeze 
adapting to the vicissitudes of the changing environment. Surely, in today’s 
unstable political, economic, social and environmental climate, we want 
our education systems to cultivate learners, educators and policy-makers 
flourishing in their flexibility. 

Central to Biesta’s chief argument is the role that human desire plays in 
the modern ‘market’ of education.  He maintains that what is desired 
is not always desirable (p. 55). That is, whilst desire is not inherently 
negative (indeed, it serves numerous useful motivational purposes), 
when our desire for education and learning becomes conflated with our 
contemporary obsession with the incessant acquisition of material goods, 
the ontological foundations of education become vastly misunderstood 
and misrepresented. Under this kind of commodified and ‘medicalised’ 
regime of education, ‘… the educational way, the slow, difficult, frustrating, 
and weak way, may therefore not be the most popular way in an impatient 
society’ (p. 4). Biesta explains that eschewing the inherent weaknesses in 
education therefore has massive implications for human emancipation if 
education is about not just reproducing existing ways of being and knowing 
in the world but about being free to learn new ways of being and knowing in 
and about the world. 

He takes up this idea in further detail in his chapter on creativity defined 
as the ‘… act of bringing something new into the world’ (p. 11). Creativity 
is therefore positioned as somewhat antithetical to certainty. Drawing on 
Dewey, Biesta cautions us that certainty always begets some form of trouble. 
It is therefore an education which embraces creativity over certainty that 
might get us out of such snafus – whether they relate to our identity or 
broader notions of subjectivity and meaning. 
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Drawing on the Deweyan link between meaning-making, communication 
and participation, as relates specifically to individual and group 
transformation, Biesta makes the case for shared understanding as being 
the outcome of communication in democratic education rather than the 
starting point. He argues for a ‘weak communication’ – one informed by 
openness and risk. To both ‘receive teaching’ and ‘to learn’ (which, he argues 
are not necessarily mutually inclusive) is to ‘… welcome the unwelcome, 
to give a place to inconvenient truths and difficult knowledge …’ (p. 55). 
This perspective, Biesta argues, has implications for teacher identity and 
valuation in education systems preoccupied with administering predefined, 
standardised and ‘objective’ competency criterions. Specifically, a student is 
conceptualised not as a consumer but as the recipient of the ‘gift of teaching’ 
which involves teachers asking difficult questions and students confronting 
the inherent uncomfortability associated with perpetually questioning our 
desires. This includes problematising the very nature of learning as being 
itself a somehow ‘natural’, ontogenetic process. 

Drawing on both Foucauldian and Rancièreian conceptualisations of 
knowledge/power links and emancipation, respectively, Biesta argues 
that learning must itself be problematised within a broader socio-political 
and economic context. This analysis includes a robust interrogation of the 
role of language in shaping taken-for-granted discourses of learning. He 
somewhat audaciously draws on Arendt’s seemingly contradictory view 
that in addressing crises of education, politics and education ought to be 
divorced from each other. By critiquing the assumptions underlying the 
developmental views of education which inform Arendt’s argument for an 
education–politics divide, he deftly adds rigour to his own analysis. This 
underscores the assiduousness with which he treats his thesis. Education 
and politics are inextricably connected when education is viewed as more 
than a natural evolution. 

Biesta’s choice of the word ‘weak’ is an intentional and clever linguistic 
device. In using it he implores us to dismantle the hoary connotations of 
‘strong’ that permeate the hegemonic political rhetoric of education. A 
new definition of strength must emphasise risk, vulnerability, subjectivity, 
multiplicity and creativity. An ambitious aim? Perhaps. But as Biesta 
reminds us, a ‘… philosophy of education must always make place for that 
which cannot be foreseen as a possibility, that which transcends the realm 
of the possible’ (p. 52). 
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