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At the time of writing, the largest state in Australia is once more in full lockdown because of surging cases from the new variant strain of COVID-19. During the last lockdown in early 2020, we conducted a study analyzing the efficacy of mapping best-practice face-to-face university teaching into the online space. This article reports on the results of a survey from the perspective of student belonging. Isolation was the most prevalent theme recorded by students despite not being one of the research questions asked. The importance of adopting the model in online university courses in the current/post-COVID-19 world is presented.
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INTRODUCTION
When in early 2020, the outbreak of COVID 19 required universities to deliver teaching online, lecturers were faced with the significant challenges to hurriedly transition to various learning management system platforms. The move to online delivery was considered by many providers to merely be a translation of recording existing face-to-face presentations in powerpoint and upload these presentations into a online delivery platform. This approach can been described as “emergency remote teaching” (Hodges et al., 2020, p. 3), and should not be under a misconception that it is online learning. Online learning design and its related nine moderating variables has been clearly articulated by Means et al. (2014) and highlights an ecosystem of learner support in relation to modality, pacing, student-lecturer ratio, pedagogy, lecturer and student role, communication, assessment and feedback.
In contrast, the push to transition online provided an opportunity to develop a course that met the criteria of an online learning design. The result was the development of a model on which we based an online course that sits within a postgraduate degree (Page and Garrad, 2021). This article shows the results of research conducted on student perceptions of learning within the course, where the authors examined the impact of the design restructure. The results indicated that students found the most helpful pedagogical approaches were those that assisted with minimizing isolation. This somewhat unexpected finding arose from the changing context of the university educational experience. Therefore, this article will consider the relevance of addressing how an online course structure can positively impact on students’ experiences of belonging. In doing so, we will use an adaptation of the Three Spaces of Belonging theoretical framework (Baroutsis and Mills, 2018) to analyze and discuss the results of the research findings. The implications for future use of an online model (Virtual Teams Model within the ACAD Framework) to speak to student belonging in online university courses within a current/post-COVID-19 world are also discussed.
VIRTUAL TEAMS MODEL WITHIN THE ACAD FRAMEWORK
Virtual Teams is a term that indicates a group of people who work together, where often they are located in different geographical settings and use a variety of technological tools in the collaborative efforts to achieve a shared goal (O’Duinn, 2018). The use of the Virtual Teams approach was used to embed the pedagogy of working in groups in online learning. The reason this was regarded as necessary was that in order to meet the needs of learners, the university could not merely shift face-to-face content to an online interface. There was also the additional need to cater for 21st century teaching and learning. To become effective learners in any contemporary learning environment, students need to be problem-solvers, critical thinkers and be able to work in groups using digital resources (Yoon and Gruba, 2017; Stephenson, 2018; Benade, 2019). Carvalho and Yeoman. (2018) was initially designed for face-to-face teaching and learning to guide the principles of 21st century pedagogy and was then adapted embedding virtual teams to manage the difference between delivery modes. Using this Framework, we were able to map the components of a physical and socially situated design of the course, addressing epistemically concepts where emerging co-creation and co-configuration of learning occurred. We chose to use this framework as it connected the space and practice of contemporary pedagogy that could be mapped into the online context. The Virtual Teams Model within the ACAD Framework then steered the design of the online course.
Specifically, the model describes three areas of teaching and learning, and these are structure, process and outcomes.
Structure
Attention to structure includes the organization of course content that accounts for the relevance of material as well as the delivery of that material using multiple modes, such as video, text, readings (Yoon and Gruba, 2017; Stephenson, 2018). Further, within the structure, the role of the student should be carefully communicated which includes setting clear expectations. The role of the lecturer also needs to be well-defined, as the role will shift to facilitation rather than as a disseminator of information. This notion supports Prosser and Trigwell, (2000) understanding of the relationship between teaching and learning which they report to be of more benefit when these constructs are aligned. The course structure also requires consideration of the design of the learning platform, where mapping into an online platform involves deliberations such as the visual design of the online site itself as well as the use of technological platforms that are possible within it (Hu, 2015).
Process
Process considerations include the addition of experiential learning opportunities in the course that also enable learning through reflection (Felicia, 2011). Team building is a further necessary aspect of the course process and thought needs to be given to develop collaboration skills and establish processes to counter any difficulties students might encounter within their teams. Moreover, Process also needs to take into consideration how students undertake tasks. As tasks are co-created and co-configured activities, this requires teams to construct and share a project plan in order to direct the project’s completion (Leal-Rodríguez and Albort-Morant, 2019). Finally, ongoing lecturer/student feedback is recommended as a necessary component within course design as it provides opportunities for students to engage with consistent formative feedback within the process cycle and to provide assurances of the fairness of the team process (Wiggins, 2012).
Outcomes
Outcome designs include task completion group co-constructivist collaboration activities. It is relevant to note that task completion can easily be overlooked in design, where task completion fails to align with the learning outcomes (Goodyear et al., 2018). The final concern of the Outcome process is to ensure that students understand the value and purpose of assessments and the role of the product (Aritz et al., 2017). This can be achieved by facilitating assessments that reflect “real-life” opportunities that students engage with (Iannone and Simpson, 2017).
SENSE OF BELONGING
Belonging, or social identity, is how we define ourselves and characterise the group in which we belong (Hauge, 2007). A sense of belonging can be understood within students’ perception of being valued and respected by other students and by the university (Mulrooney and Kelly, 2020). Students who feel a sense of belonging to the university state that they are part of the community, and are recognized and accepted for their capabilities (van Gijn-Grosvenor and Huisman, 2020).
One of the challenges in accommodating a sense of belonging is the online platform itself, where a contrast exists between what face to face arrangements can provide that encourages a sense of belonging. Relationships are inherent in the development of a sense of belonging and to secure an identity as a learner (Kahu and Nelson, 2018). The physical space of a university campus offers students opportunities to meet face to face and to develop and strengthen their respective relationships both between students and between students and academic staff (Samura, 2018). Surroundings were profoundly altered because of lockdown, and student-teacher as well as student-student relationships in an online environment are now greatly different from that offered on campus. The shift to online spaces presents lecturers with an unexpected challenge of recreating some form of connectedness with students if they students are to maximize their learning experience.
The Benefits of Fostering Belonging
Having a sense of belonging is connected with student achievement and motivation and positive relationships with student success has also been empirically established (Knekta et al., 2020). For example, a sense of belonging has been associated with academic achievement (Abdollahi and Noltemeyer, 2018), retention (Han et al., 2017) and persistence (Lewis et al., 2017). To have a sense of belonging has been shown to be particularly important for marginalized groups such as students with a disability (Moriña, 2019) and students with low socio-economic status (Ahn and Davis, 2020b).
Within the university, belonging is recognized as multi-dimensional and has been described to include four dimensions: social and academic engagement, surroundings and personal space (Ahn and Davis, 2020a). Ahn and Davis. (2020a) study strongly and consistently reported that social engagement was the most noticeable or important factor, while academic engagement was also regarded to be significant by students. Additionally, the study identified two other themes and they were surroundings (geographic location, natural environment, living and cultural space) and personal space (self-identity, self-esteem, life satisfaction). The findings suggest that belonging is a complex multi-dimensional phenomenon and that universities, in support student belonging, need to account for all four factors.
Assessing the assumption that social connectedness and friendships are important to foster a sense of belonging in Australian universities, studies conducted in the southern state of Victoria examined the effect of social events and activities on students’ sense of belonging (Araújo et al., 2014). The research engaged first year students in various activities (for example, off-campus trips, in-class discussions and non-assessed tasks, and an on-campus exhibition event). Araújo et al. (2014) concluded that the actions listed enabled students to develop a strong sense of belonging. Building on these findings, the study was expanded to involve a university-wide approach. Students were again asked to rate the importance of student and campus-based activities and experiences. The findings showed 84% of students agreed that feeling respected or valued for their contribution in class was somewhat to extremely important in developing a sense of belonging. Other aspects regarded as important to fostering a sense of belonging included a feeling of fitting in with others and being counted by the institution.
Belonging in the Online Learning Space
Fostering a sense of belonging is seen as essential by many researchers, regardless of the learning environment, although literature exploring a sense of belonging and online learning continues to be limited (Peacock et al., 2020).
Peacock and Cowan (2019), using an adapted version of the community inquiry framework (Garrison, 2011) to scaffold action to nurture online learners’ sense of belonging, found that dialogue in social, cognitive and lecturer spaces contributed to an improved sense of belonging in students. Thomas and Herbert (2014) analyzed the lecturer and student experience of online learning and sense of belonging, stressing the importance of robust dialogue in that it fosters “a sense of camaraderie that diffuse[s] some of the isolation” (p. 76) that might be experienced in online learning. Healthy reciprocal communication, they suggest, impacts on learning by reducing anxiety, helping learners to develop new ideas, and building connections. In contrast, the lack of social networks hinders the development of belonging. It is also realized that fostering a sense of belonging and encouraging learners to engage in communities of practice is a challenge for lecturers in the online environment (Thomas and Herbert, 2014).
Peacock et al. (2020) responded to the gap in the limited literature in online learning and belonging. Their research reported three important themes that promoted a sense of belonging. These themes were interaction and engagement, a culture of learning, and the presence of support. The concept of engagement was related to lecturers and students. Lecturers were reported as being pivotal to the development of students’ sense of belonging, with comments such as “[lecturers] are the glue that bring it together” (p. 25). Engagement between students was facilitated by providing students opportunities to get to know each other before interacting with group tasks. A culture of learning emerged from reports that impacted positively or negatively on a student’s sense of belonging. Examples were cited as how the module was structured, the behavior of the lecturer, the materials, and how consequent student behaviors were responded to. The final theme derived from notions of support. Levels of support such as sharing of issues, being offered advice and views on aspects of the course, course design, and family support.
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: THE “SPACES OF BELONGING” FRAMEWORK
Belonging in this article is viewed as the sociocultural connections that create ties to education spaces. Using spatial theory that makes sense of belonging in flexible learning spaces, we can consider how belonging is constructed through the different elements of space and how spatial elements can be developed and maintained belonging.
Baroutsis and Mills (2018) have characterized three elements that relate to belonging: relational, material, and pedagogical spaces that are associated with practices in education that are based on choice, shared respect and support. These spaces intersect to form the educational space: enabling and conversely disabling belonging, engagement, and connectedness within the setting. We will describe the characteristics of the spaces in the context of higher education. The first of the three spaces of belonging are relational spaces.
Relational Spaces
Space is an active mechanism that is created from a “complex web of relations” (Massey, 2013, p. 265). Relational spaces support and encourage social and emotional interactions between students (Baroutsis and Mills, 2018). The term “family” is often used by students when they describe relational space (te Riele, 2018, p. 252). If interactions include others that make them feel like they belong, then the space can be considered supportive and safe (Hooks, 2008). Practices within relational spaces promote a commitment to the overall group and to relationships within all members. Online social spaces have been used by students for some time (Cheung et al., 2011) and this “intentional social action” 1) facilitates a sense of connectedness and can be provided privately within existing learning management systems, or, more commonly, are developed by students themselves (e.g., Facebook). The facilitation in design for social spaces, both private and public, can create a sense of belonging and positively impact on learning. It allows also, for the development of learning strategies that are particularly relevant given the shift to active and group-orientated learning approaches (Chatti et al., 2007).
Material Spaces
Bessant, (2018) refers to material spaces as physical forms of space, where social formations are produced and re-produced. Design practices promote a sense of belonging and connectedness. When online learning is configured in traditional ways, this may limit the affordances of the space. For example, when forms of traditional transmission such as pre-recorded powerpoint lectures are uploaded to the site, this does not allow for relationships to be created.
Daniels et al. (2017), argue that decisions about design and place can enhance or restrict a sense of belonging. When educational spaces are configured in a non-contested way, they can become environments that lend themselves to different social practices of teaching and learning and allow different interactions between those working in spaces. Spaces therefore, can be used to allow people to feel in control of their learning if designed to support equity (Leigh, 2019).
Physically, online learning lends itself to isolation (Chametzky, 2021). Attempts to combat isolation can be made by addressing configurations of the platform where the material might alienate some. The design needs to be welcoming and interesting and accessible. Students who struggle with understanding how to navigate the platform and access material therefore, are more likely to feel disengaged and distracted from learning (Gillett-Swan, 2017).
As a resource for belonging, material space can impact on how easily it is to meet the same people (te Riele, 2018). Therefore, material/physical spaces that are designed to enable the development of group identity within small group membership will assist belonging.
Pedagogical Spaces
Pedagogical spaces that develop a sense of belonging are created from the design of, for example collaborative practices where students feel that they are part of the community, and recognized for their abilities (Colón García, 2017). Traditional pedagogical spaces in contrast, typically characterized as one teacher, single cell delivery of teaching, serve to disconnect the students from the lecturer and from each other (Byers et al., 2018). When choice and meaning are provided for learners, and students attach and share their learning with real-life experiences, then deep connections are made between students and their learning and belonging as a learner (te Riele, 2018).
Educational Spaces
Finally, we will discuss the space that is created in the intersection of relational, material, and pedagogical space. Characteristically, educational space is often seen as “a container within which education simply takes (its) place, with varying degrees of effectiveness and efficiency” (Green and Letts, 2007, 57), instead of understanding the interplay of structures and environments that might occur. The knowledge that is formed within this university space might consist of attitudes and ideas that relate to how educational institutions may operate, and the role and identity of schools within universities. Here, alternative educational spaces are created, such as the construction of a learning space of belonging that is inclusive of all learners and unpacks boundaries that separate “teacher and student’ or, in other words, “them and us” (Baroutsis and Mills, 2018).
METHODS
Participants
Participants were recruited through their engagement as students enrolled in the course at the University of Newcastle, New South Wales, Australia during Semester 1, 2020. Most of the student cohort were in-service teachers. Ethical approval was provided by the ethics committee at the university before undertaking research and informed consent was obtained by participants. Participants were invited to undertake an online survey using Qualtrics, (2019) at the completion of their course studies through an embedded link within the learning management system. Participants were asked to rate a series of questions from very helpful to not helpful (4 points scale) that evaluated the learning approach in the online learning space. A total of 67 surveys from a cohort total number of 180 were submitted and 24 records removed prior to data analysis because of being incomplete. This equated to a 37% response rate, and in educational contexts, lies within the average level of returned responses (Holbrook et al., 2007).
Participants were mostly female (84%) with 2% indicating they were male. Interestingly, 14% of respondents preferred not to report on their gender. Participants’ reported age ranges indicated that most were between 30 and 49 years of age, which represented 72% of the sample cohort. In addition, only six respondents (14%) reported having no experience in working in teams as a means of task completion at the tertiary education level. This is followed by 12 participants with minimal experience working in teams, with most of the sample (58%) indicating they had an experience of group work for a minimum of at least 2 years. 37% of respondents indicated they had extensive experience of working in groups of 5 years or more (see Table 1 for demographic data).
A. Do you have any comment about the benefit you found with these learning tools or features?
B. Do you have any comment about the challenges with these tools or features?
TABLE 1 | Demographic characteristics of participants.
[image: Table 1]While the overarching research question of the study asked In what ways if any, was the design using the Virtual Teams model helpful as a learning tool or feature during an online university course? this article draws on a subset of that data which focuses on students reports of belonging as a result of responding to the qualitative questions in the survey. These questions were:
Data Analysis
Qualitative feedback collected within the survey was encoded through NVivo to identified key themes. From the initial data analysis, a key theme of isolation was identified, even though this topic was not asked in the research question. Subsequently, this theme was then explored in greater depth, looking for sub-themes.
Thematic Data Analysis
Qualitative feedback was collected from open-ended questions within the survey asking participants to comment on the benefits and challenges they found with the learning tools or features. The results were coded through NVivo (QSR International, 2020) to identify the key theme outlined within the model that related to isolation.
Both deductive and inductive reasoning was used through a thematic analysis approach, which considered themes based on the literature and the resultant interview data. The responses were analyzed, and grouped using the thematic analysis approach based on the recommendations of Braun and Clarke (2008) and Guest et al. (2012).
RESULTS
A coding theme of isolation as impacted by COVID-19 was explored to address the concerns of learners during the pandemic. The theme was coded into subthemes that were clustered according to relational, material, and pedagogical space. The results are reported in relation to these clusters.
Relational Space
In their open-ended question responses students consistently reported the value of group work. It was commonly reported as a beneficial feature of the course. Relationships mattered, and students described being with others within their group was important, especially since the closure of the campus. One student for example reported that “contributing and working as a group is something I truly miss about university on campus and this gave us a chance to have that”.
Many reported being surprised how well the group engaged with each other and that the experience was a successful one: “We worked efficiently and effectively. I was surprised and fortunate to have a supportive, professional and helpful and cooperative group. The whole experience has been a positive interaction”. Another stated, “I am grateful to have had this group, they were easy and hard-working. I was surprised as I thought online group work would be awful and it wasn’t”.
Several described feeling lucky, fortunate, and even proud of their group: “I feel lucky to have had the opportunity to work with my team”; “I feel lucky to work with such strong intelligent group” and “I am very proud of my group and how we worked together”. These positive statements that connected students with their group were evident in statements that also described how students encouraged and motivated each other as a result such as one student who reported, “I was initially hesitant and anxious about working in a group online and then found that were we equally hard working and encouraged each other” and another who commented that “together we maintained motivation”.
Some reported the importance of being able to feel supported that did not rely on the teacher such as one student who said: “together we nutted it out”. Similarly, another commented that “my group provided reassurance”. Feelings of support by the group was particularly important during times of lockdown as students had a platform to share lockdown experiences which was summarized by one student: “in our group, I could share my experiences of COVID-19”.
The presence of caring staff was often reported, as one student noted: “I feel that the lecturer really cares about us, by talking about the difficulties of COVID-19 and being flexible about getting assignments in because we are stressed out”. Connecting and being present for students was also found to be a reoccurring theme, as several recounted: “weekly face-to-face Zooms are essential”.
Material Space
There was a strong response that spoke to feeling comfortable within the physical space of the course where connections were made, which in this case for students, was the technological platform. While some reported that they did not have the necessary skills to even understand the online platform, one key theme spoke to the types of communication tools that were more useful over others to ensure the success of their communication within groups. One student described, “we had IT [information technology] issues with clunkiness when we used the university system so we had to find something that worked”.
Because the university learning system was generally regarded as “clunky” many turned to Facebook as an alternative as one student stated, “we had difficulties with Blackboard email, so went and used Messenger instead”. Alternatively, Whatsapp was used by several groups for communication. The use of Zoom was mentioned often, especially as this providing face to face time, which strengthened relationships. “Zoom made it feel like we were in the same room together. This was especially bizarre as one of the four of us was in a different state and another in a different country! This was one of the best assignments I have ever done, I made new friends and it was exciting being able to discuss thoughts and opinions, gaining new insights and perspectives” stated one student.
Others spoke to the benefits of communicating on a platform that was situated in spaces other than that of the university site where open conversations could happen with no risk to students learning or outcomes. Student comments were summed up by one student who stated, “It gave us the space to discuss our thoughts and opinions freely. Such an opportunity is valuable.”
For some, there were challenges in learning how to use some of the technology used in an online learning course. It was reported for example, that, “we were required to understand technology and [lockdown] forced us to learn that”.
Pedagogical Space
The course pedagogical design proved valuable in supporting student engagement and outcomes which was achieved through the addition of educational instruction that aligned with online practices such as team tasks that were student-directed, but visibly equitable and supported by the lecturer. To meet this end, the importance of group-work moderation and equal sharing of workload was stated by several students such as one who reported that, “we were worried about [a student] in our group not pulling her weight or turning up to meetings, but the lecturer has said that there will be marking consequences for people who do this and we also have the peer assessment to report this”, and another who commented that “the lecturer mediating group issues helped”. Others reported they had a sense of having to “pull their weight” despite the difficulties of working online during the pandemic: “shared goals are important because it resolved any conflict that arose and besides, we were on the same page and I did not want to let my team down”. The benefits elicited through engagement in the approach using student-directed group work during lockdown for participants related to a “decrease in the sense of isolation - which turned out to be very relevant” for many.
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
The current study focuses on findings from a wider study that examined the learning benefits and challenges for students enrolled in a Masters’ course found with a set of online tools and features. Specifically, this study examined the responses from students that related to their perceptions of belonging within the course. It was deemed pertinent at this time to highlight the findings that were reported by students in connection with belonging as New South Wales continues lockdown conditions that has resulted in the closure of the university.
The main finding of this study was a recognition by students of the importance of feeling that they belonged and additionally, the strong sense of connectedness by students towards each other and staff. The findings also spoke to the significance of developing relationships with staff and peers.
Our data suggests that it is important to help students develop a sense of belonging and to understand the benefits of a sense of community. We believe that the application of an online teaching and learning model (see Figure 1) has served to provide the necessary components that enable a sense of student belonging. How this has been enacted is described in Figure 2, through spaces of belonging.
[image: Figure 1]FIGURE 1 | Virtual teams model.
[image: Figure 2]FIGURE 2 | Online learning to create spaces of belonging [adapted from Baroutsis and Mills (2018)].
Relational space, manifesting via students experience of working with others, was promoted through the model’s provision of processes such as experiential learning and tasks undertaken through teamwork. It is worth noting however, that while students reported that they enjoyed the team aspect, this was not the case for all students. On few occasions, when students reported to the lecturer that they would withdraw if they had to complete a group task, because for example, they experience heightened anxiety in groups, they were offered alternative individual assessment tasks. Overwhelmingly, students reported that at the beginning of the course they were very reluctant to engage in the group work, but at the end of the task, could see learning benefits and that they “enjoyed the group work”. The material space that connected students was shown in the use of technology and design of the learning platform. Students needed to assist each other to complete tasks and at times did not have the skills and had to teach each other.
Finally, the impact of pedagogical space on student perception of belonging was demonstrated in student comments relating to where the model supported student-directed learning. This student-directed learning was assisted by a staff presence that served to provide students with help when needed.
How students engaged with each other and the relationship of teacher presence were all issues highlighted by Ahn and Davis (2020a) and Garrison (2016). Additionally, our data indicating the importance for students to develop a sense of belonging and to understand the benefits of a sense of community, also supports the findings from Mulrooney and Kelly (2020) who reported that reduction in students’ sense of belonging since lockdown, when the campus closed and teaching and learning was forced to move online “is unsurprising; seismic changes to the structure of the day, physical environment in which individuals worked and ability to socialize occurred at very short notice within an environment of widespread fear” (p. 7).
From a practical perspective we also agree with Mulrooney and Kelly (2020) who suggestion that successful belonging can be shaped by developing: a mix of asynchronous and synchronous learning so that social presence is provided and individual work is embedded; enhancing lecturer presence by using audio and video is given; allowing students who find online interaction more difficult to participate (e.g., using chat functions rather than speaking); ensuring that clear guidelines are provided to students, so that they understand how to participate, and why it is relevant and; evaluating all components of online teaching to understand which features are more successful than others. Where our results reported that students found the most helpful approaches to be those that assisted with minimizing isolation can also be explained by the concept of interactivity. Interactivity is a contextual factor that is formed between students/lecturer/content if communication exists at a sufficient level (Anderson, 2003). If levels of communication between students, lecturers and content is insufficient, then learning and student satisfaction are compromised (Croxton, 2014).
Our results are also consistent with findings from Farrell and Brunton (2020) who highlight that belonging can be achieved through successful online student engagement influenced by the peer community, an engaging online teacher, and course design. Our study also contributes the understanding that outcomes for learning are positive if these design mechanisms are put in place. The key word here is “successful”. If students experiences are positive, they are more engaged in turn, and are more motivated to contribute to their learning and assessment tasks. We note that the participant demographic information indicated that 84% of the cohort was female.
While low proportions of male participants are a typical problem of many online studies (Beißert et al., 2019), the gender relationship in this study is consistent with ratios in teacher education in New South Wales where two-thirds of all teachers are women (NSW Government, 2021). Gender however, is not considered to impact on the results of the study as gender was not, particularly as this would have been a “normal” learning environment for these students. However, as Table 1 depicts, most of the respondents were females aged between 30 and 50, and so we might assume that this cohort would be in a relationship and more probable to have children at home with them. This factor would affect the likelihood that the participants would be needing peer support.
To conclude, recent lockdowns in Australia have once again placed immense pressure on the lives of both students and lecturers. However, it has also provided an opportunity to deliver continuity for those enrolled in higher education that allows an ongoing sense of connectedness and belonging to their learning. It is hoped that the findings of this study will assist the ongoing development of online teaching and learning so that students’ needs can best be met in any circumstances.
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