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ABSTRACT
This study examined studies focusing on student engagement in distance education using a trend analysis
technique. 154 studies published in web of science database were included in the study. Analysis showed
that there is an increasing effort to understand student engagement. Researchers are mostly focusing on
instructional design and educational technology. More effort is needed in the area of distance education
systems and theories. The findings offer support for Chickering and Gamson’s Seven Principles of Good
Practice as important in promoting student engagement in distance education. However, six new components
were added to these principles: media properties, student characteristics, teaching method, course/content
design, innovative techniques, and instructor competencies.
Keywords: Student engagement, online education, distance education, seven principles of good practice,
systematic review.
INTRODUCTION
Distance education, which has started its journey as correspondence learning, now has a variety of forms
such as web based, online, blended, ubiquitous, mobile and e-learning, and all these terms are used
interchangeably (Karatas, Bagriacik-Yilmaz, Dikmen, Ermis, & Gurbuz, 2017). Regardless of how it is
named, distance education has become an essential component of higher education (Bernat & Frailing,
2015; Toven-Lindsey, Rhoads, & Lozano, 2015). It is recognized in the literature that distance education has
many opportunities and benefits. However, it is still necessary to question the quality of distance education to
provide better learning experiences, and student engagement is one of the issues that needs to be questioned
(Chen, Gonyea & Kuh, 2009).
Student engagement is considered as an important component of learning environments and an important
predictor of student retentions and success (Chen et al., 2008; Chickering & Gamson, 1987; Kuh, 2009;
Herrington, Oliver, & Reeves, 2003; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Engaging students is a challenging task
both in face-to-face and distance education settings. Because the students are physically separated from the
other students and instructor in distance education, it becomes more difficult to engage students (Bolliger
& Halupa, 2018; Moore, Utschig et al., 2008). Currently, the studies focused on the factors that influence
student engagement and the strategies to ensure student engagement in online learning/distance education
are increasing (Ma, Han, Yang, & Cheng, 2015; Martin & Bolliger, 2018).
Student engagement is defined as “the time and energy students devote to educationally sound activities
inside and outside of the classroom, and the policies and practices that institutions use to induce students
to take part in these activities” (Kuh, 2003). Similarly, according to the definition of the National Survey
of Student Engagement (NSSE®, 2017) engagement is related to the amount of time and effort students
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committed to their studies and educational activities, and institutions’ effort to get students to participate
in learning activities. Engagement was also considered as the frequency with which students participate in
learning activities (Smith, Sheppard, Johnson, & Johnson, 2005).
In the framework for student engagement named seven principles (SP) for good practice in undergraduate
education, Chickering and Gamson (1987) stated that good college education should provide (1) studentfaculty interaction, (2) student collaboration, (3) active learning, (4) prompt feedback, (5) time on task, (6)
high expectations, and (7) respect for diverse talents and ways of learning. While this framework was created
for face-to-face learning environments, in a follow-up study Chickering and Ehrmann (1996) argued how
these principles are related to technology-enhanced learning environments. Furthermore, there are studies
evaluating web-based distance learning environments (Graham, Cagiltay, Craner, Lim, & Duffy, 2000) or
students’ perspectives about virtual classrooms (Cakiroglu, 2014) based on these principles. These principles
are used as a base for the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE), used to measure participation in
Canada and the United States (NSSE, 2017).
In the literature there are two theories that refer to engagement, the Theory of Engagement (Shneiderman,
Alavi, Norman, & Borkowski, 1995), and Flow Theory (Csikszentmihalyi 1997). The balance between the
degree of skill and the degree of challenge is the basis of Flow Theory. The flow experience occurs if the challenge
level is neither too much higher nor too much lower than one’s skill level. If this balance is not provided, one
can experience apathy, anxiety or relaxation (Csikszentmihalyi 1997). Shernoff, Csikszentmihalyi, Schneider
and Shernoff (2003) suggest that the learning activities should be challenging and relevant, however they
should allow learners to feel confident in their ability and control in their learning environment.
Engagement Theory is a conceptual framework for technology-based learning and teaching. It was based
on Kearsley and Shneiderman’s experiences. In this theory, it is emphasized that to increase engagement in
learning environments, meaningful interaction with other students and worthwhile tasks are essential. The
theory has three basic principles, relate, create and donate. The first principle is related to team efforts and
collaboration which is also emphasized in SP (Chickering & Gamson, 1987). Second, one aims to make
learning a creative and purposeful activity. The precious contributions made while learning help students to
engage and this is the logic of the donate principle. This principle can be supported by authentic learning
contexts (Kearsley & Shneiderman, 1998).
Although no one of the frameworks or theories mention any types of engagement, it is possible to see a
considerable number of studies (Hew, Huang, Chu, & Chiu, 2016; Northey, Bucic, Chylinski, & Govind,
2015; Pellas, 2014, Sun & Rueda, 2012) conducted based on the engagement types identified by Fredricks,
Blumenfeld and Paris (2004). Engagement was considered as a multifaceted concept by the researchers.
They have identified three types of engagement, behavioral, emotional and cognitive based on the previous
studies on engagement. It is stressed that these engagement types are not isolated but interrelated concepts.
Behavioral engagement is related to participating in academic and social/extracurricular activities while
emotional engagement is about the positive and negative reactions to instructors, other students, academics
and school. Cognitive engagement refers to the student’s thoughtfulness and willingness to complete learning
tasks (Fredricks et al., 2004).
As previously mentioned, engagement is an important concept both for face-to-face and distance education
settings. Accordingly the number of the studies on student engagement in distance education settings is
dramatically increasing. For instance, in Web of Science database while the number of articles which include
the words distance education (and types of distance education), engagement and student/learner in its topic
was 33 in 2011, it has increased to 135 in 2016. When it is considered the student dropout or attrition rates
are higher in distance education than traditional education (Boston, Ice & Gibson, 2011; Boyle, Kwon, Ross
& Simpson, 2010; Cochran, Campbell, Baker & Leeds, 2014; Simpson, 2013) and engagement is a key for
the retention, it is not surprising that the number of studies about student engagement is increasing.
Today, it is almost impossible to imagine a distance education system without an online component. And
online learning has both opportunities and challenges to promote engagement (Tomas, Lasen, Field &
Skamp, 2015). In online learning, students often need to be self-directed and engaged in their learning
because they had no enough reinforcement and prompts from their instructor and the other students (Delen,
Liew & Wilson, 2014). Student engagement and the effects of teachers’ behaviors on engagement are issues
that attracts researchers’ attention (Ma et al., 2015).
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There is a growing body of research on engagement in distance education settings. Researchers are trying
to find out the ways to increase engagement in these learning environments. Besides, there is a significant
effort to determine the factors affecting student engagement. For instance, Carpenter, Reddix and Martin
(2016) have examined the effects of Web 2.0 tools usage in blended education on students’ engagement
and retention, and have reached positive results in terms of increasing engagement. Positive findings have
also been reached in the studies using some specific Web 2.0 tools such as Wiki (Neumann & Hood, 2009;
Snodgrass, 2011), Facebook (Maisonneuve, Chambe, Lorenzo, & Pelaccia, 2015; Northey et al., 2015), and
podcast-vodcast (van Oordt & Mulder, 2016).
In a study conducted by Matthews, Adrews and Adams (2011) to examine the role of social learning spaces
on the student engagement, it was found that these spaces can contribute to enhance student engagement in
blended learning environments. Similarly, Thoms and Eryilmaz (2014) compared the effects of online social
network (OSN) and learning management system (LMS) on students’ opinions, and at the end of the study
students stated that OSN provides higher engagement than LMS.
It is possible to see some conflicting results in the literature. For instance, Park et al. (2015) found that whether
the instructor is in the online discussion forum doesn’t affect student engagement. While the importance of
encouragement by the instructor (Kuiper, Solomonides, & Hardy, 2015), instructor’s course preparation,
guidance, assistance (Ma et al., 2015), and online participation and e-moderating skills (Armellini &
Aiyegbayo, 2010) were emphasized as important components to promote student engagement. Acoording
to a very recent study (Martin & Bolliger, 2018) learner-instructor engagement strategies were the most
valuable one. Another contradiction can be seen in studies on discussion boards. In a study conducted
by Fukuzava and Boyd (2016), it was stated that the discussion board had no effect on the engagement,
however the positive effects of discussion boards on engagement were stressed in some studies (Sutherland,
Howard, & Markauskaite, 2010; Mehvar, 2010; Xie, 2013).
Engagement has been found to be related to or supported by various variables in the literature such as selfefficacy (Prior, Mazanov, Meacheam, Heaslip, & Hanson, 2016), tutoring styles (Chae & Shin, 2016),
gamification (Hew, Huang, Chu, & Chiu, Tan & Hew, 2016), affect sensitive intelligent systems (Chen,
Luo, Liu, Liu, Zhang, & Kolodziej, 2016), adaptive learning systems (Brinton, Rill, Ha, Chiang, Smith,
& Ju, 2015), peer evaluation (Adwan, 2016), team based learning (Tsai, 2015), flexible flipped learning
(Wanner & Palmer, 2015), self-determined learning (George-Walker & Keeffe, 2010), self-regulated learning
(Conway, Johnson, & Ripley, 2010), problem based learning (Stebbings, Bagheri, Perrie, & Blyth, 2012),
role play activities in virtual reality settings (Gregory & Masters, 2012), and blended learning (Lee, 2016;
Leslie, Beverley, & Sian, 2015; Protsiv, Rosales-Klintz, Bwanga, Zwarenstein, & Atkin).
As it can be seen, engagement has a complex structure and different studies reach different results
about engagement. At this point, reviewing all these results from a holistic point of view will be helpful
in understanding the concept of student engagement in depth. Such a review is important in terms of
determining the trend of studies on student engagement. In this regard, the aim of this study is to examine
the research studies conducted between 1970 and 2016 on student engagement in distance education
settings. In accordance with this aim the following research questions were considered:
1. What is the distribution of studies concerning engagement in distance education according to the
year of publication?
2. Which countries are the major contributors of the filed?
3. What is the situation of authors’ collaboration in the field?
4. What is the distribution of studies according to disciplines?
5. What is the distribution of studies according to research areas?
6. What are the sample sizes of the studies?
7. Which research models are used?
8. Which data collection tools are used?
9. Which variables are influencing or related to engagement in distance education settings?
10.Which theories are used to ground the studies?
11.Which technologies are used?
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METHOD
Research Design
The aim of this study is to systematically examine the studies on engagement in distance education. This
review is based on trend analysis technique. Trend analysis was based on descriptive analysis, one of the
qualitative research methods. In the descriptive analysis technique, data are organized and interpreted
according to previously devised categories (Yildirim & Simsek, 2013). In this study, an evaluation form
created by the researchers was used.
It is necessary to use inclusion and excluding criteria in order to select appropriate publications for the purpose
of research when it is considered engagement has a popular and long history. The Web of Science database
has been included in the review because it has high quality publications (Hung & Zhang, 2012). One of the
reasons for the selection of this database is that it contains many well-known and leading magazines in the
field of distance education (Zawacki & Richter, 2009) such as Open Learning (OL), Distance Education
(DE), the American Journal of Distance Education (AJDE), the Journal of Distance Education (JDE), and
the International Review of Research in Open and Distance Learning (IRRODL).
The search was based on the specified words, “distance education” or “distance learning” or “blended
learning” or “blended education” or “mobile learning” or “mobile education” or “m-learning” or “e-learning”
or “online learning” or “online education” or “ubiqitous learning” AND “engagement” or “engage” or
“engaging” or “engaged” AND “student” or “learner”. In addition to the search words, criteria such as to be
written in English, to be full text (not only abstract), and to be article (not proceedings, reports, thesis or
books) were used.
At the end of this search 553 articles have been reached. 22 articles can not be included in the study because
they were not accessible from both researchers university database. Since only the Web of Science database is
used, the number of duplicate articles is very small. After removing 22 inaccessible and 4 duplicate articles,
a total of 527 articles remained. These 513 articles were examined based on inclusion and exclusion criteria
which are explained below. Finally, 154 articles were remained after applying the criteria. The distribution of
the articles by journals was given in Table 1.
Table 1. Distribution of the studies by journals
f

%

Computers & Education
Australasian Journal of Educational Technology
IRRODL
Internet and Higher Education
Computers in Human Behavior
Distance Education
American Journal of Pharmaceutical Education
BMC Medical Education
British Journal of Educational Technology
Journal of Computer Assisted Learning
Anatomical Sciences Education
Higher Education Research & Development
Educational Technology & Society

11
10
8
7
6
6
6
5
5
5
4
4
3

7.14
6.49
5.19
4.55
3.90
3.90
3.90
3.25
3.25
3.25
2.60
2.60
1.95

IEEE Transactions on Learning Technologies

3

1.95

Journal Of Geography in Higher Education
Educational Technology Research and Development
Interactive Learning Environments
New Review of Hypermedia and Multimedia
Nurse Education in Practice
Other

3
2
2
2
2
60

1.95
1.30
1.30
1.30
1.30
38.96

Journals
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Data Collection Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
The articles to be included in the review were selected according to the specific inclusion and exclusion
criteria. In order to be included in the study, the article must have reached a conclusion about the factors that
affect or relate to engagement. Since the focus of this research is distance learning, studies that focus only
on the use of a particular software for a short time in the class are not included in the research. In addition,
literature review studies and the studies which made general interpretations only based on assumptions are
also excluded.
Reliability
In order to ensure the reliability of the articles to be included in the review, 20 articles selected randomly
from all the articles were examined by the two researchers according to the inclusion / exclusion criteria
and disputes were resolved by discussing them. In addition, 20 randomly selected articles are coded by two
encoders according to the evaluation form in order to ensure intercoder reliability. Cohen’s Kappa coefficient
is used for intercoder reliability. Cohen’s Kappa was calculated as 0.67 in the first step. The two encoders
then discussed and agreed on the differences and Cohen’s Kappa was set to 0.84 in the second calculation.
0.75 and above indicates that the reliability between the encoders is excellent (Landis & Koch, 1977).
Classifications
Classification of Discipline

Subject disciplines were classified by using the classification method developed by Wu, Wu, Chen, Kao, Lin,
and Huang (2012). Table 2 shows the classification of disciplines established by Wu et al. (2012), based on
the studies of Franklin (1999) and Wanner, Lewis and Gregorio (1981).
Table 2. Disciplines and sub-disciplines used as a base in the classification of discipline
Discipline

Sub-Discipline

Human Sciences

History, languages and linguistics, literature, performing arts, philosophy, religion, visual arts

Social Sciences

Anthropology, archaeology, area/regional studies, cultural and ethnic studies, economics, social
studies, gender and sexuality studies, geography, politics, psychology and sociology

Natural Sciences

Space sciences, earth sciences, life sciences, chemistry, physics

Formal Sciences

Computer sciences, logic, maths, statistics and system sciences

Professional and
Applied Sciences

Agriculture, architecture and design, business studies, theology, education, engineering,
environmental studies and forestry, family and consumer sciences, health sciences, human
physical performance and recreation studies, journalism, media studies and communication,
law, library and museum studies, military sciences, public administration, social service and
transportation

Classification of Method

The method classification was made by using a form created by Goktas et al. (2012). This classification
framework was selected because it is detailed and clear. In this classification, methods are divided into four
categories as quantitative, qualitative, mixed method similar to Creswell’s (2013) classification and literature
review. Quantitative studies are separated into two sections as experimental (fully experimental, quasiexperimental, and weakly experimental and single-subject) and non-experimental (descriptive, comparative,
correlational, screening, ex post facto, and secondary data analysis). Qualitative studies include culture
analysis, case studies, grounded theory, critical study, case study, historical analysis and conceptual analysis.
Mixed studies are separated into three sections as explanatory, exploratory and triangulation studies. The
final category -literature reviews- involve meta-analysis and literature review. In the current study authors
have added action research and design based research to the qualitative studies.
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Classification of Research Areas

In the study, the classification of research area was made by using a classification system developed by
Zawacki & Richter (2009). In this classification there are 15 research areas which were organized into 3
broad categories. The main categories are macro level (Distance education systems and theories), meso
level (Management, organization, and technology), and micro level (Teaching and learning in distance
education). Macro level includes sub-categories named (1) access, equity, and ethics, (2) globalization of
education and cross-cultural aspects, (3) distance teaching systems and institutions, (4) theories and models,
and (5) Research methods in distance education and knowledge transfer. Meso level has seven sub-categories
named (1) management and organization, (2) costs and benefits, (3) educational technology (4) innovation
and change, (5) professional development and faculty support, (6) learner support services, and (7) quality
assurance. Last category, micro level consists of (1) instructional design, (2) interaction and communication
in learning communities, and (3) learner characteristics sub-categories.
FINDINGS
Distribution of Studies by the Year of Publication
In Web of Science database, the first study on student engagement in distance education was published in
1994. However, the first study that meets the inclusion and exclusion criteria of the current study was found
in 2000.
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Figure 1. Distribution by the year of publication
The number of studies have increased steadily since 2000 (Figure 1). There is a growing effort to determine
the factors influencing or related to student engagement in distance education. It may related to the fact that
engagement is an important variable to promote student retention in distance education (Tower, Walker,
Wilson, Watson, & Tronoff, 2015), and distance education has become an essential component for the
institutions (Bernat & Frailing, 2015; Toven-Lindsey, Rhoads, & Lozano, 2015).
Major Contributor Countries of the Field
Figures 2 and 3 present the major contributor countries of the field. The countries have less than 2 articles
are gathered under the “other” category.
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Figure 2. Publication frequencies based on first authors’ country
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Figure 3. Publication frequencies based on intervention country
The USA, UK and Australia are the major contributor countries (Figures 2 and 3). Similarly Karatas,
Bagriacik Yilmaz, Dikmen, Ermis and Gurbuz (2017) have found that the USA, UK, Taiwan, and Australia
are the major contributors. Furthermore these countries were determined as major contributors in mobile,
ubiquitous and synchronous online learning studies (Hwang & Tsai, 2011; Hung & Zhang, 2012, Martin,
Ahlgrim-Delzell, & Budhrani, 2017). It is surprising that Taiwan which is usually among the first three
countries in distance studies ranks 6th. Another conspicuous point is that Turkey that has a distance megauniversity (Anadolu University, 2017) has not shown the expected contribution.
Authors’ Collaboration Tendencies
The number of multiple-author studies are well ahead of the single author studies (Figure 4). The authors
prefer to work in collaboration with their colleagues. Similar results were reached by Zawacki-Richter et al.
(2009), Zawacki-Richter and von Prummer (2010), and Karatas et al. (2017). Zawacki-Richter et al. (2009)
have found that the collaboration tendencies of the authors are increasing by years and they related this
situation with emerging communication technologies. The collaboration between the authors may help to
enrich the body of knowledge in the field. Besides, it is beneficial for the authors in terms of providing high
impact publications (Costas & van Bocheve, 2012).
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Figure 4. Number of authors in the studies
Distribution of Studies According to Disciplines
The disciplines were determined based on program that students are studying. Studies mostly focus on
professional and applied sciences discipline (53.16%), followed by social sciences (8.42%), and formal
sciences (6.84%) (see Table 3).
Table 3. Distribution of the studies according to disciplines
Disciplines

Sub disciplines (f)

Total f

%

Professional and
Applied Sciences

Health sciences (44), Education (22), Business studies (14), Engineering
(11), Media studies and communication (3), Human physical performance
and recreation studies (2), Library and museum studies (2), Journalism (1),
Agriculture (1), Law (1)
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53.16

16

8.42

Formal Sciences

Computer sciences (8), System sciences (2), Logic (1), Maths (1), Statistics (1) 13

6.84

Human sciences

Performing arts (3), Languages and linguistics (2), Philosophy (1), Religion
(1), Visual arts (1)

8

4.21

Natural Sciences

Life sciences (4), Earth sciences (2), Chemistry (1)

7

3.68

Unspecified

The studies that haven’t stated the discipline even though they could state. 32

16.84

Non-specified

The studies that that can not specify any discipline.

6.84

Social sciences

Social sciences (3), Economics (3), Anthropology (1)
Psychology and sociology (8), Geography (1)

13

Considering sub-disciplines, it can be said that studies mostly conducted in health sciences context (f=44).
Our findings support the study results conducted by Wu et al. (2012) in terms of discipline. However, they
have reached different results in terms of sub-disciplines as the highest frequency belonged to languages and
linguistics in their study. Health sciences was the second most studied sub-discipline in Karatas et al.’s (2017)
study. At this point it is necessary to say it was expected that education would be the first sub-discipline
because the theme of the research is “distance education”.
Distribution of Studies According to Research Areas
A categorization was performed based on the framework created by Zawacki-Richter et al. (2009). The
majority of articles focused on issues that refer to the micro perspective (49.47%). The most studied areas are
instructional design (39.21%), educational technology (31.32%), distance teaching systems and institutions
(8.42%), and interaction and communication in learning communities (5.53%) (see Table 4).
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Table 4. Distribution of studies according to research areas
Research areas

Macro level: Distance
education systems and
theories

Meso level: Management,
organization, and
technology

Micro level: Teaching
and learning in distance
education

Sub research areas

f

%

Distance teaching systems and institutions

32

8.42

Theories and models

9

2.37

Access, equity, and ethics

0

0

Globalization of education and cross-cultural aspects

0

0

Research methods in distance education and
knowledge transfer

0

0

Educational technology

119

31.32

Innovation and change

10

2.63

Professional development and faculty support

8

2.11

Quality assurance

8

2.11

Learner support services

3

0.79

Management and organization

2

0.53

Costs and benefits

1

0.26

Instructional design

149

39.21

Interaction and communication in learning
communities

21

5.53

Learner characteristics

18

4.74

Total f

Total %

41

10.79

151

39.74

188

49.47

When it is considered that the educational technology area was ranked fifth in Zawacki-Richter et al.’s
(2009) study, it can be said that educational technology has gained popularity. Similar results were also
reached in a study examining research trends in Turkish distance education (Bozkurt, Kumtepe, Kumtepe,
Aydin, Bozkaya, & Aydin, 2015). Examining the table it can be clearly said that the distance education
studies need to consider the macro level areas.
Sample Sizes of the Studies
The percentages of the studies with sample sizes 1-30 (24%), 31-100 (29%) and 101-300 (25%) are quite
close (Figure 5). Although they have divided the groups in different ranges Martin et al. (2017) has found
that sample sizes between 1-100 are the most commonly used. However, in the current study the biggest
Sample Sizes of the Studies
pie belongs to the studies with the sample size 31-100 (29%) which is similar to the results of the study
conducted by Karatas et al. (2017). Kilic-Cakmak et al. (2015) also found that this sample size is the most
used one in educational technology studies published in 2013. This situation may be due to the fact that
these samples are more available to researchers.
1-30 (f=37)

10%
3%
3%
6%

24%

31-100 (f=44)
101-300 (f=38)
301-500 (f=9)
501-1000 (f=5)

25%

29%

1001+ (f=5)

Figure 5.Figure
Distribution
of the sample sizes
5:
Distribution of the sample sizes
The percentages of the studies with sample sizes 1-30 (24%), 31-100 (29%) and 101-300 (25%) are
quite close (Figure 5). Although they have divided the groups in different ranges Martin et al. (2017)
has found that sample sizes between 1-100 are the most commonly used. However, in the current study
the biggest pie belongs to the studies with the sample size
31-100 (29%) which is similar to the results
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of the study conducted by Karataş et al. (2017). Kılıç-Çakmak et al. (2015) also found that this sample
size is the most used one in educational technology studies published in 2013. This situation may be

Research Methods and Patterns Used in the Studies
The field is dominated by the quantitative studies (49.70 %) (see table 5 and figure 6). Similar result
were reached by Zawacki-Richter et al. (2009) in distance settings. More specifically Karatas et al. (2017)
determined quantitative methods as the most commonly used ones in distance education considering
interaction. The same result was reached by Bozkurt et al. (2015) examining distance education dissertations
in Turkey.
Table 5. Distribution of research methods and designs utilized in the studies
Research methods

Quantitative

Mixed

Qualitative
Literature review

Literature review

Research designs

f

Weakly experimental

53

Correlational

10

Fully experimental

4

Descriptive

2

Ex post facto

2

Quasi experimental

1

Comparative

1

Secondary data analysis

1

Learning analytics

1

Triangulation

56

Explanatory

1

Case study

16

Design based research

3

Action research

2

Meta-analysis

1

Meta-analysis

Total f

%

75

49.70

57

38.01

21

13.64

1

1

0.65

1

0.65

It is obvious that the mixed method studies (38.01 %) and qualitative studies have increased over the years
It is obvious
that the of
mixed
methodqualitative
studies (38.01
%)were
and found
qualitative
have
increased
over the
(Figure
6). In support
this finding,
designs
as thestudies
most used
ones
in synchronous
years learning
(Figure 6).
In support
of thisIt finding,
qualitative
designs were
the most
usedpattern.
ones in
online
(Martin
et al., 2017).
is surprising
that triangulation
is thefound
most as
preferred
research
online
(Martin
et al., 2017).
is surprising
triangulation
is order
the most
preferred
Itsynchronous
can be said that
thelearning
researchers
are collecting
both It
qualitative
and that
quantitative
date in
to get
deeper
research
pattern.
It
can
be
said
that
the
researchers
are
collecting
both
qualitative
and
quantitative
date
information about distance education.
in order to get deeper information about distance education.
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2016
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Research Methods and Patterns Used in the Studies
Table 6. Types and distribution of data collection tools used in the studies
Data collection tools

f

%

Survey

64

27.58

Log data

57

24.57

Student interviews

33

14.22

Observation

18

7.76

Student opinions

12

5.17

Focus group interview

11

4.74

Scale

8

3.45

Open ended questions

5

2.16

Student grades, pass/fail rates (achievement)

5

2.16

Discussion transcripts

6

2.59

Faculty/instructor interviews

4

1.72

Academic engagement form

2

0.86

Dropout-retention rates

2

0.86

Participation rates to system

2

0.86

Other (Include tools used less than two.)

3

1.29

Surveys (27.58 %) are the most commonly used data tools to measure student engagement (Table 6). This
is followed by log data (24.57 %) and student interviews (14.22 %). Survey and interviews were found as
the most used data collection tool in many studies (Bozkurt et al., 2015; Karatas, Ozcan, Polat, Yilmaz,
& Topuz, 2014; Karatas et al., 2017; Martin et al., 2017) focusing distance education or types of distance
education. However log data is not a data source that we are used to see in these studies. For instance only
Martin et al. (2017) and Karatas et al. (2017) have mentioned the log data as a data source. It can be said
that log data is gaining popularity and it is considered as a powerful tool in determining engagement in
distance education.
Variables Influencing or Related to Student Engagement in Distance Education
All the variables found as influencing or related to engagement were determined and categorised. Seven
principles created by Chickering and Gamson (1987) were used as categories. Six new categories were created
in relation to the variables’ characteristics. In qualitative studies, the researcher can use a framework that
exists in the literature to categorize the codes. If there is no suitable framework, the researcher may construct
the categories according to the similarities of the codes, in a logical manner (Yildirim & Simsek, 2013). In
this study, categories were created based on literature, experiences of the researchers and two expert opinions.
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Table 7. Variables influencing student engagement in distance education
Total f %

Categories

Variables (f)

Active learning
techniques
(Stated in the
seven principles
framework created
by Chickering and
Gamson, 1987).

Diverse assessment techniques (7), Activities based on collaboration (Team-based
learning/competition, peer interaction, Online collaborative learning/ Small group
assignments) (7), Gamification (2), Innovative methods (2), Integrating diverse
multimedia learning objects (2), Problem based learning (2), Augmented learning
(2), Web based technology usage (2), Accessing online resources (1), Active learning
techniques (1), Audience response system (i.e., a clicker) (1), Blended learning with 40
active learning components (1), Cloud-based reflective learning environment
(1), Digital storytelling (1), Giving previous feedback exemplars (1), Inquiry based
learning (1), Integration of student-generated audio files (1), Participation in video
conferences (1), Promoting lived experience (1), Relevance to learning (1), Role
play activity in second life (1), Task based instruction (1)

19,70

Media properties

Social network software/Facebook usage (8), Mobile communication tools (Tablet
PC, mobile phone) usage (6), Using e-learning tools (2), Clicker usage (2), Learning
object usage (2), Web based technology usage (2), Interactive television (1), Web
2.0 tools usage (1), Simulation software (1), Wiki usage (1), Cloud-based learning 33
environment (1), Interactive software usage (1), Second life (1), Online discussion
(1), Asynchronous collaborative group work (1), Multimedia (1), Considering
learning platform characteristics (1)

16,26

Student
characteristics

Achievement (3), Motivation (3), Self-regulation (2), Intention to persist (2), Selfefficacy (2), Satisfaction (2), Self-esteem (1), Computer self-efficacy (1), Age (1),
23
Gender (1), Situational interest (1), Student emotions (1), Institutional presence (1),
Internet skills (1), Student cognition (1)

11,33

Teaching method

Blended learning (11), E-learning (2), Face to face learning (2), Flipped learning (2),
19
Synchronous online learning (1), M-learning (1)

9,36

Respect for diverse
talents and ways of
learning*

Learner customization (4), Self-regulated learning (2), Scaffolding students (2),
Adaptive learning (1), Open Social Student Modeling (1), Affect sensitive intelligent
system (1), Self-determined learning (1), Student agency (1), Academic standing 18
(1), Mentoring (1), Motivating students (1), Considering students’ characteristics
(1), Knowledge-related identity congruence (1)

8,87

Student
collaborationinteraction*

Online collaborative learning (3), Team-based learning (3), Online discussion (2),
Peer interaction (2), Peers’ befriending motivating, collaborating, and instructing
efforts (1), Small group assignments (1),
16
Online oral communications (1), COI based blended learning design (1),

7,88

Positive group dynamics (1), Peer assessment (1)
Student-faculty
interaction*

Instructor’s guidance/assistance/support, mentoring students (5), Accessible
instructors (2), Engagement of faculty (1), Tutors’ online participation (1), Regular
and appropriate communication (like f2f students) (1), Responsiveness of the 13
moderator (1), Motivating students (1),

6,40

Online oral communications (1)
Blended learning (8), Reminders and announcers (2), Flexible flipped learning (1),
12
Monitoring students (1)

5,91

Well-designed student/discussion forums (2), Clear expositions (1), Using helpful
course resources (1), Designing digital resources (1), High quality courses that are
specifically designed for online learning (1), Highly structured learning environment
12
(1), Compulsory course (1), Flexibility (1), Course design (1), Using synchronous
and asynchronous communication together(1), Promote engagement in the first
weeks (1)

5,91

Innovative
techniques

Gamification (2), Augmented learning (2), Innovative methods (1), Adaptive
learning environment (1), Interactive software usage (1),
9
Innovative methods (1), Digital storytelling (1)

4,43

Prompt feedback*

Timely feedback (1), Feedback (1), Feedback software usage (1), Personalized
4
feedback (1)

1,97

Time on task*

Course/
content design

Instructor
competencies

Instructor’s course preparation (1), responsiveness of the moderator (1),
Tutors’ e-moderating skills (1)

High expectations* High level questions (1)
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3

1,48

1

0,49

Most of the researchers have reached results about using active learning techniques (Table 7). The second
variable was determined as media properties. It can be said that the properties of the media are quite
important in promoting student engagement. At this point it is necessary to remember the debate between
Kozma (1991; 1994) and Clark (1994;1995). Contrary to Clark’s claim, the prominence of the media
was determined in this study. Similarly, Bollgier and Martin (2018) have found that according to students
the most valuable component of the online courses is course materials. Besides, engaging with the course
materials increases the possibility of retention (Kumar & Shastry, 2019).
Another important component is student characteristics. In order to promote student engagement in
distance education, instructors or instructional designers need to consider student characteristics (Williams,
Stafford, Corliss, & Reilly, 2018). The teaching method used, blended, flipped, adapted etc. is important.
Besides, students state in the studies that the course design affects their engagement. The results of the study
by Rienties, Lewis, McFarlane, Nguyen and Toetenel (2018) support this statement. They have found that
the way instructors design the modules directly predicts students’ behaviour in virtual learning enviroments.
At this point the importance of instructor competencies becomes clear. Using innovative techniques support
student engagement. It is necessary to state that there is a significant effort on determining the effects of
social media on engagement. Furthermore all of the principles determined by Chickering and Gamson
(1987) are important in order to promote engagement in distance education.
Theories and Frameworks Used to Ground the Studies
Table 8. Theories and frameworks used to ground the studies
Theories

f

%

Self-Determination Theory of Motivation

4

2.53

Seven Principles

4

2.53

Original models developed by the researchers

4

2.53

Transactional Distance Theory

3

1.90

Community of inquiry

2

1.27

Community of practice

2

1.27

Sharon Pittaway’s engagement framework

2

1.27

Theory of Engagement (Shneiderman et al. 1995).

2

1.27

Other (used less than twice)

25

15.82

Not specified
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69.62

Three theories/frameworks were used more frequently than others, Self-Determination Theory of Motivation
(2.53 %), Seven Principles (2.53 %), original models developed by the researchers (2.53 %). The reason for
using Self-Determination Theory of Motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2004) may be due to it being a theory that
tries to make the activities meaningful for the students and so make them participate in the activities (Tan
& Hew, 2016). However, because the seven principles framework was a framework for student engagement,
it was expected to be used more. The efforts of the researchers to create new models or frameworks is
worthwhile but not enough. Furthermore, majority of the studies (69.62 %) haven’t used any particular
theories or frameworks. Many of the theories used in these studies were not directly related to student
engagement. The lack of using theories or frameworks was also emphasized in some previous studies (Karatas
et al., 2014; Karatas et al., 2017).
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Learning management systems (LMS) are used frequently (Blackboard/WebCT f=32 and Moodle f=17)
Learning management systems (LMS) are used frequently (Blackboard/WebCT f=32 and Moodle f=17)
in the studies (Figure 7). Some researchers (f=14) try to develop original LMSs, websites or software. LMS
in the studies (Figure 7). Some researchers (f=14) try to develop original LMSs, websites or software.
was also determined as the most used technology in the studies conducted by Karatas et.al. (2017) and
LMS was also determined as the most used technology in the studies conducted by Karataş et.al. (2017)
Martin
et al. (2017). The LMS is followed by many collaborative tools such as wiki, Google docs, MOOCs,
and Martin
et al.
(2017).
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it is beneficial
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33 ofTable
the studies
stated any that
technology,
and because
43
these
collaborative
tools.
Besides,
it
is
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to
mention
that
33
of
the
studies
haven’t
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of the technologies have been stated only once these Technologies haven’t been given in the figure.
technology, and because 43 of the technologies have been stated only once these Technologies haven’t
been given in the figure.
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compared with micro and meso-level. It can be said that researchers may consider focusing on macro-level
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17
found that all the principles of this framework were important in promoting student engagement in distance
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education. However, six new components need to be considered: media properties, student characteristics,
teaching method, course/content design, innovative techniques, and instructor competencies. These new
components may be tested with structural equation modeling or multiple regression analysis in future studies.
LIMITATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
The current study has some limitations. The first limitation is that this study only examined the Web of Science
database. Although the most popular journals in the field are included in this database it is still necessary
to examine other databases. The second limitation is that some authors are using the words involvement
and participation instead of engagement. In this study, only the word “engagement” was considered when
searching the database. However, when examining the articles, the studies which were using engagement in
abstract but involvement or participation in the body of the article were also included in the study. Future
studies may include all these words in searching words.
As it was recommended under the heading conclusions, focusing on the major level issues of distance
education such as distance teaching systems and institutions, and theories/models etc. is necessary. Besides,
future studies may consider developing more valid and reliable tools to measure and understand the student
engagement in distance learning environments.
Using a theoretical base has a vital role in conducting a comprehensive research. However, in this research, it
has found that the majority of the studies haven’t used any particular theories or frameworks. Accordingly, it
is advisible for the future studies to ground the reseaches on a relevant theoretical base.
Finally, for practitioners, in addition to the seven principles of Chickering and Gamson (1987) we recommend
considering the six new components media properties, student characteristics, teaching method, course/
content design, innovative techniques, and instructor competencies when constructing education.
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