INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF
ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN

BUSINESS & SOCIAL SCIENCES

11, Issue 11, (2021) E- ISSN: 2222 6990

Exploring Openness and Connectedness During
Online Learning

Nor Suziwana Tahir, Yarina Ahmad?, Siti Nur Fathanah Abdul
Hamid®, Nor Ezatie Mukminah Muhammad Zamri4, Abdul

Razak Arsat®, Noor Hanim Rahmat®
L234Faculty of Administrative Science and Policy Studies, Universiti Teknologi MARA, Shah
Alam, Selangor, >Quba Engineering Sdn Bhd, ®Akademi Pengajian Bahasa, Universiti
Teknologi MARA Cawangan Johor, Kampus Pasir Gudang
Email: suziwana@uitm.edu.my

To Link this Article: http://dx.doi.org/10.6007/1JARBSS/v11-i11/11683 DOI:10.6007/1JARBSS/v11-i11/11683
Published Date: 26 November 2021

Abstract

Covid-19 pandemic has accelerated the need for open and distance learning (ODL). Past
studies investigate the perception of ODL based on learner-to-learner engagement, leaner-
to-instructor engagement and learner-to-content engagement. Nevertheless, lack of study
conducted to explore ways to boost students’ motivation during ODL. This study is necessary
to investigate strategies to boost students’ motivation during ODL. By exploring the
openness and connectedness of the students during ODL, it gives significant information to
the instructors and learners. The findings of this study assist the instructors in developing
meaningful learning content, establish high engagement with the learner and learners will
discover that a good relationship with their peers makes them more motivated during ODL. .
To answer the research questions, quantitative method was employed. Instrument is
developed from the past literatures to find out how openness and connectedness is displayed
during ODL65 undergraduate and postgraduate students responded to online close-ended
guestionnaire. Findings demonstrate that students perceived that high level of openness
during ODL is demonstrated by learner-to-learner engagement and leaner-to-instructor
engagement. Meanwhile, connectedness is displayed in ODL through learner-to-content
engagement. Also, the students put learner-to-learner engagement as top factor to enrich
openness during ODL and eventually boost their motivation. By referring to the findings, it is
suggested that future research investigate more efforts and initiatives to establish and sustain
openness and connectedness in online learning. The globalization process has made Internet
as an essential medium to almost all aspects including professional and personal networks to
provide information sources, news and learning materials

Keywords: Openness, Connectedness, Learner-To-Learner Engagement, Learner-To-Instructor
Engagement, Learner-To-Content Engagement
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Introduction

Nowadays, the face-to-face classroom is starting to lose its monopoly as the learning place
for the students and instructors. The globalization process has made Internet as an essential
medium to almost all aspects in our lives ranging from a global economy, professional and
personal networks to provide information sources, news and learning materials. It is
undeniable that Internet has made the open and distance learning (ODL) possible. Soetan,
Udoh and Suleiman (2015) defined ODL as the educational approach designed to engage
students in their homes, whereby the learning process takes place without attending physical
classes, no matter where or when they want to study. From this statement, it can be perceived
that ODL is an innovative approach of learning and is considered as independent learning
because the physical separation between the students and lecturers occurs.

On the other hand, Allam et al (2020) posit ODL is a teaching approach by fully utilising the
internet network whereby the students can complete their studies anywhere because the
they can access the lectures easily through laptops or smartphones. Also, Hashim et al. (2020)
opined that there are various stable and free platforms available for the lecturers and
students such as Google Classroom, Google Meet, webinars, TutorRoom and Microsoft Teams
to communicate, discuss and conduct the lectures. Another literature referred ODL as e-
learning. Ogirima et al (2020) elucidate ODL as alternatives in disseminating education and
the teaching, learning and research process is conducted by utilising numerous types of
electronic media, educational technology and information and communication technology
(ICT). For literature, it is evident that the backbone of open and distance learning is the
effectiveness of ICT tools to ensure the lecturers and students keep connected.

The global spread of Covid-19 pandemic witnessed the exponential growth of ODL practices
as the lecturers and students are required to stay at home and recommence the online
learning completely. These new norms in education environment demands the students and
lecturers to amplify their ICT skills and some of them feel disinclined to face with this new
normal. Aziz et al (2020) conducted a quantitative study to explore challenges faced by
students towards ODL during Covid-19. The study discovered that students have negative
perceptions of the learning process through ODL because they face difficulty to communicate
in completing all assigned tasks. Other challenges of ODL reported by Sari and Nayir (2020)
are difficulties in internet access, insufficient knowledge and experience about ODL and
students’ attitude such as lack of motivation.

In underdeveloped countries, Adnan and Anwar (2020) argue that ODL unable to give
satisfactory results as majority of students had low acceptance level due to poor access to the
internet connection. They do not only face this technical problem; at the same times the
monetary issues also hinder them to obtain better networking services. Chung, Noor and
Mathew (2020) revealed that students perceived ODL is challenging to them due to several
constraints such as poor internet connection, limited mobile data, no personal computer and
lack of technical skills. Some students explicate that ODL only have little impact and agreed
that they demand more guidance and time to adapt with the learning. It can be concluded
that sustaining students’ enthusiasm and keeping them engaged in each ODL session would
be a challenge despite the novelty of ODL to cater this new norm.
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Statement of Problem

It is necessary to explore the level of motivation among the students during ODL. Past studies
associated the high motivation among the students makes them satisfied with what they have
learnt. Rahmat et al (2021) (2021) conducted a study among 34 students from
undergraduates and postgraduates to investigate the perceived online learning motivation
and satisfaction among the students. The findings revealed that the success or failure of
online learning is depend on how students perceive the learning experience. The researchers
postulate that when the students perceived the learning content is relevance to their study
programme, they will have high motivation to explore more. Hence, the more the students
identify the relevance, they will be more confidence to apply the knowledge to cater to their
needs. This confidence grows the students’ satisfaction with the online learning experience.

Studies also discovered that motivation influences and is influenced by the participation of
students in ODL. For instance, De Barba et al (2016) investigate the relationship between
motivation, online participation behaviors and learning performance. The study concluded
that motivation influenced and was influenced by students’ participation and this indirectly
gives impact on final grade. Also, students who have higher scores on the intrinsic motivation,
participate actively in ODL (Giesbers et al., 2013). In placing more emphasis, Li and Tsai (2016)
conduct a quantitative study among 59 computer science students participated in an online
mobile phone programming course. The findings discovered that students who intensively
used all the learning materials had higher motivation in terms of intrinsic goal orientations
and self-efficacy. In addition, the researchers highlight those students who infrequently used
any learning material tend to have lower performance.

Past studies also debated the demotivation among students. Several factors that demotivate
students were identified which are ineffective teaching approach, learning difficulty, negative
attitude of classmates, personal problem, test anxiety and failure experiences (Adnan, 2020;
Irawan et al., 2020). Santosa and Riady (2021) execute a study to explore demotivating factors
among English as a Foreign Language learners. 368 undergraduate students participate in this
study. The survey divided into several sections; course books, inadequate school facilities, test
scores, noncommunicative methods and teachers’ competence and teaching style. The study
revealed that the absence of teacher in face-to-face classroom associated with low motivation
in learning English. Hence, it reduces learners’ eagerness to learn English.

Ramlan et al (2021) carried out research to find out the online learning challenges in
Malaysian higher education setting during Covid-19. In local context, the researchers state
that lack of motivation reported to be one of the challenges of ODL. The students confess that
they feel less motivated and less enthusiastic if they perceived the class is not interesting and
the presence of external disturbances. Due to lack of motivation, they tend to lose interest in
learning and it also impacts the students’ emotional stability. These evidences portray that
student must have self-motivation and determination for ODL. This is necessary for
acquisition of knowledge, skill and good performance. There is a need to find out the solutions
to help the students who are lack of motivation in experiencing ODL to give students
meaningful online learning experience. Ismail and Razak (2021) study the challenges of
learning programming subject in ODL recommends future researchers to conduct a study on
how to boost students’ motivation during ODL.
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Hence, this study is done to investigate openness and connectedness in online learning.
Specifically, this study is done to answer the following questions;

(1) RQ1- How is openness displayed in online learning?

(2) RQ2- How is connectedness displayed in online learning?

Literature Review

Openness in online learning

Choudhury (2018) refers openness in online learning to the accessibility of knowledge in
terms of courses, learning materials and evaluation. It can be described as the availability of
these resources without any economic, social, legal and technical barrier. Since the ODL
signifies that most of the teaching is conducted by someone who are physically away from
the learners, it is essential to facilitate the openness in ODL system in more powerful way to
enrich the learning experiences. Maphosa and Bhebhe (2020) discuss the concept of
openness in ODL. The discussion on openness concept mainly focused on targeted potential
students and entry requirements in ODL institutions, openness to teaching and learning
approaches, openness in communication and the flexibility of assessment.

Openness in ODL aims to remove the barriers to learning. This aligns with the main purpose
of ODL in which to offer educational opportunities to students who could not have access to
the traditional and conventional face-to-face class. The openness for entry requirements in
ODL can be witnessed through allowing the students to use prior learning and work
experience as entry requirements if they unable to meet the minimum entry requirements
(Maphosa & Bhebhe, 2020). Also, ODL institutions are mandated to put great efforts to
demonstrate a fully integrated ODL system with appropriate approaches for developing
learning contents and providing continuous guidance to learners and instruction to enhance
openness in the programme (Maphosa & Bhebhe, 2020). In addition, meaningful
communication between the students and lecturers is crucial to reduce feelings of isolation
among the learners (Maphosa & Bhebhe, 2020). It is also significant to create a fruitful ODL
session and bridge the gap between the students and institutions. Therefore, in order to
enrich openness in ODL, there is a need to have quality assurance management to measure
the achievement of openness in ODL.

Connectedness in Online Learning

Student interaction in the learning process has been challenged with the shift of face-to-face
class to ODL approaches due to the Covid-19 pandemic. Subsequently, the students have
pointed out that they experience psychological distance feelings, loneliness, isolation and
disconnection from their classmates and education institutions (Arslan, 2021). Arslan (2021)
has revealed that connectedness moderates the effects of isolation and loneliness. This
evidence postulates that encourage connectedness via alternative methods is paramount to
ensure students feel a sense of control over their socialisation, learning and assessment. It is
recommended for the learning providers to ensure the digital teaching resources establish
student connectedness in order to alleviate challenges they faced during ODL. For instance,
an effective digital resource must be accessible to all students and convenience to use. This is
because Stone and Springer (2019) found that accessibility issues with digital resources can
be one of the barriers to connectedness.
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Also, Stone and Springer (2019) showed that teacher presence can increase the
connectedness in ODL. Students perceived that the learning environment is supportive,
engaging and inclusive when the teachers continuously taking care the student-teacher
relationships. For example, students tend to feel connected when the lecturers recognised
their individual abilities and regularly engage in meaningful communication. Also, the higher
perceived professionalism of the teachers correlated with greater student connectedness
(Martin, Wang & Sadaf, 2018). The teachers can develop an active interaction and
participation in discussion compared to passive teaching (Hehir et al., 2021). Literatures posit
that the teacher presence in combination with regular and engaging course content in remote
learning is vital for student connectedness.

Past Studies

Past Studies in Disadvantages of online learning

Past studies also looking at the drawbacks on ODL. In local context, a quantitative study was
carried out by Chea and Huan (2015) to understand the attributes that are mostly valued by
ODL learners when choosing an ODL higher education institutions in Malaysia. A total of 320
learners responded to the survey. The researchers managed to discover the drawback of ODL
which is losing the human interaction between the lectures and students during teaching and
learning. Furthermore, ODL is ideal for self-directed learning; therefore, it is vital for the
students to have a high independent level in learning. Otherwise, the students will not be able
to complete all the assigned tasks and will be left with a mixed up feeling of disoriented and
confused. It can be perceived that the students must have a high degree of self-efficacy to
survive in ODL.

Another disadvantage reported by Yu’s (2015) study is the difficulty in interacting with peers.
Due absenteeism of face-to-face activities, there will be lacking of teamwork and
communication skills among the students (Wahab et al., 2019). For example, the interaction
issues happened during discussing the group assignment. The disadvantaged students who
do not live in big cities might experience problems in term of connectivity, network system
and accessibility. Consequently, they might be left behind from the group discussion and
cannot give full commitment to the assignment. To support this evidence, Ali et al. (2021)
distribute a survey comprised of closed questions to 100 students to gather students’
perception on the implementation of ODL. The researchers adapted the questionnaire from
the Davis Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) to address the issue of students’ perceived
usefulness and ease of use of the ODL. The findings of the study revealed several
disadvantages mentioned by the students which are ODL language barrier, difficult ODL task,
poor internet connection, technological problem and improper interactions.

Past Studies on Advantages of Online Learning

Despite many disadvantages of ODL rampantly debated in the past studies, some researchers
interested to investigate what are the advantages of ODL. Fauziah (2015) enthusiastic
conducting focus group interviews and distributing open-ended questionnaires to understand
online learning conveniences from the perception of both science physics students and pre-
service science teachers. The participants from the study opined that online learning has
provided a useful method to learn as they just have to click to get any kind of information
they wish to know. They also highlight the transition process from the technology to
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knowledge acquisition. This is perhaps the students use online platforms to search for
information as there is a massive amount of information available in the Internet.

Arkorful and Abaidoo (2014) review past literatures to provide a scholarly background on the
advantages and disadvantages of ODL adoption in higher educational institutions. The
researchers come out with several disadvantages of ODL after analysing the past studies. ODL
is considered as an education approach that makes the students undergo contemplation,
remoteness, as well as lack of interaction or relation. Hence, it demands the students to have
a strong self-efficacy and time management skills to reduce such effects. Also, relating to
clarifications, offer of explanations and interpretations, ODL method might be unsuitable
compared to face-to-face method.

Finally, Sim et al (2021) keen to know the factors that facilitate the ODL among university
students in Sarawak. The researchers developed questionnaire to scrutinise students’
perception on benefits they gained from ODL. The students acknowledged that ODL manages
to develop interpersonal and socialising skills, enhanced family ties and time flexibility. A total
of 65 respondents opined that they managed to develop their interpersonal skills by easily
socialising and discussing certain issues with their peers. They perceived that with ODL, it
strengthens the relationship with their family members and they have more time flexibility in
learning. These factors seem to be the top benefits of ODL which eventually lead to high
satisfaction among the students.

Conceptual Framework

Studies have shown that online can bring numerous benefits to learners. According to Wahid
et al (2020), learners can benefit from online learning if there are online activities that
encourage engagements. In line with the digital age and online learning, Siemen (2005)
presented connectivism as a theory in online learning. The four principles for learning (figure
1) according to Siemen (2005) are autonomy, connectedness, diversity, and openness. In
online learning; firstly, learners need to have autonomy over their own learning. Next, they
need to feel connected through the online activities. Next, to sustain learners’ motivation
towards online learning, there should be a diversity of teaching methods and materials by the
teacher. Finally, learners need to feel that their opinion matters through the openness of the
communication
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connectedness diversity

autonomy openness
‘ Connectivism ‘

Figure 1- Connectivism (Source: Siemen, 2005)

Hence, this study is rooted on the theory of connectivism (Siemen, 2005) and online
engagement by (Martin and Bolliger, 2018). However, in the context of this study (refer to
figure 2), only Openness and connectedness are used as the base of the framework. Openness
is achieved through learner-to-learner engagement and learner-to-instructor engagement.
Next, connectedness can be achieved through learner-to-content engagement.

Learner-to-
Learner
Engagement

OPENNESS

Learner-to-

Instructor
ONLINE
LEARNING Engagement

Learner-to-
CONNECTEDNESS Content
Engagement

Figure 2- Conceptual Framework of the Study
(Source: Siemen, 2005 & Martin and Bolliger, 2018)

Methodology

To answer the research questions of this study, a quantitative approach was employed. This
study utilised a questionnaire which comprised of four sections. A random sample of 65
students from undergraduates and postgraduates who experienced ODL were chosen as
respondents for this study. Section A of the questionnaire aims to gather the demographic
profile of the respondents. Section B focuses on learner-to-learner engagement which consist
of 6 items. Next, Section C listed 7 items related to learner-to-instructor engagement. Finally,
Section D requests the respondents’ opinion on learning-to content engagement. The self-
administered survey was distributed through online by using Google Forms. The data
collected from the survey were analysed using descriptive statistic (mean, frequency counts
and percentage). The development of the items used in the instrument was adopted from
Martin and Bolliger (2018) in which the researchers investigate the perception of ODL based
on learner-to-learner engagement, leaner-to-instructor engagement and learner-to-content
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engagement. As shown in Table 1, the Cronbach’s Alpha for 22 items is 0.927, which indicates
a high level of internal consistency for the scale.

Table 1
Reliability Test for all items on learner-to-learner engagement, leaner-to-instructor
engagement and learner-to-content engagement

Cronbach’s Alpha N of Items
0.927 22
Findings

Findings for Demographic Profile

A total of 65 respondents responded to this online survey. Out of 65 respondents, 22% of
them are male and 78% are female. In terms of discipline, majority of respondents, 72% were
from social sciences discipline. 9% of them from business discipline and 5% come from others
discipline. A small percentage, 4% are from science & technology discipline. More than half
of the respondents were undergraduates, 57% while the rest 43% are postgraduates.

Table 2:
Demographic Profile of Respondents
Characteristics Frequency (No.) Percentage (%)
Gender Male 14 22
Female 51 78
Discipline Science & Technology 4 6
Social Sciences 47 72
Business 9 14
Others 5 8
Level of Study Undergraduate 37 57
Postgraduate 28 43

Findings for RQ 1

How is openness displayed in online learning? In the context of this study, openness refers
to (a) learner-to-learner and (b) learner-to-instructor engagement.

Learner-to-learner engagement

The mean score was measured using the Mean Score Interpretation designed by Nunally and
Berstein (1994) as shown in Table 3. Results were reported accroding to the research
questions.

Table 3

Mean Score Interpretation Table (Nunnally and Berstein, 1994)
Mean Scale Level
1.00-2.00 Low
2.01-3.00 Medium Low
3.01-4.00 Medium High
4.01-5.00 High
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This study posits that openness displayed in online learning through learner-to-learner
engagement. The results showed a high level of openness in online learning is displayed
through learner-to-learner engagement. This is portrayed in Table 4 which demonstrated a
high mean score of 4.4 for the learner-to-learner engagement. As evident in Table 4, among
the items for learner-to-learner engagement, Item 5 “Do you think support from peers
motivates you to finish tasks?” ranked the highest mean score with 4.6. Meanwhile, Item 1
“Does collaborative learning promote peer-to-peer understanding?” ranked the lowest mean
score with 4.

Table 4

Mean Score of Learner-to-Learner Engagement Items
Statement Mean
L2L Q1 Does collaborative learning promote peer-to-peer understanding? 4
L2L Q2 Are you more likely to ask for help from your peers? 4.3

L2L Q3 Do you prefer to be in the same group with your chosen peer for online 4.5
activities?

L2L Q4 Do you think that the sense of community helps you to engage in online 4.3
class?
L2L Q5 Do you think support from peers motivates you to finish tasks? 4.6

L2L Q6 Do you think that support from peers prevent you from dropping out of 4.5
course?
Average Mean 4.4

Learner-to-Instructor Engagement

In addition, openness displayed in online learning through learner-to-instructor engagement.
The results showed a moderate high level of openness in online learning is displayed through
learner-to-instructor engagement. This is portrayed in Table 5 which demonstrated a
moderate high mean score of 3.9 for the learner-to-instructor engagement. As evident in
Table 5, among the items for learner-to-instructor engagement, Item 1 “Does your
instructor’s teaching style involve students’ active participation?” ranked the highest mean
score with 4.1. Meanwhile, Item 8 “Do you think ODL promotes greater participation and
interaction among learner and instructor?” ranked the lowest mean score with 3.5.
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Table 5

Mean Score of Learner-to-Instructor Engagement Items
Statement Mean
L21 Q1 Does your instructor’s teaching style involve students’ active participation? 4.1
L21 Q2 Do you feel encouraged by your instructor to keep engaged in online classroom? 4
L2l Q3 Does your instructor provide feedback from your previous assessment? 3.8

L2l Q4 Do you feel feedback from your instructor on your performances are clear and 3.8

positive?

L21 Q5 Does your instructor use more than two communication tools to stay connected 3.9

with students?

L21 Q6 Do you think that online platforms used by your instructor for your online class 3.9

are effective and convenient?

L2l Q7 Does your instructor maintain the ongoing interaction with students after online 3.8

class?

L21 Q8 Do you think ODL promotes greater participation and interaction among learner 3.5

and instructor?

Average Mean 3.9
Findings for RQ 2: How is connectedness displayed in online learning? Connectedness can be
achieved through learner-to-content engagement.

Finally, this study proposes connectedness in online learning is displayed through learner-to-
content engagement. The results showed a moderate high level of connectedness in online
learning is displayed through learner-to-content engagement. This is portrayed in Table 6
which demonstrated a moderate high mean score of 4 for the learner-to-content
engagement. As evident in Table 6, among the items for learner-to-content engagement, Item
6 and Item 7 “Do you feel that the ease of online content is important?” and “Do you feel that
it is important to get an overview of the content before the class begins?” ranked the highest
mean score with 4.2 respectively. Meanwhile, Item 2 “Do you think that the asynchronous
activities (i.e. assignment) could offer immediate assistance?” ranked the lowest mean score
with 3.7.

Table 6
Mean Score of Learner-to-Content Engagement Items
Statement Mean

L2C Q1 Do you think that the synchronous activities (i.e. online discussion) could 3.8
offer immediate assistance?

L2C Q2 Do you think that the asynchronous activities (i.e. assignment) could offer 3.7
immediate assistance?

L2C Q3 Do you think the activities could improve the understanding of subject- 4
matter?

L2C Q4 Do you think the activities in online learning could improve your critical 3.9
thinking skills?

L2C Q5 Do you think you can use relevant knowledge wisely in the learning 4
process?

L2C Q6 Do you feel that the ease of online content is important? 4.2
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L2C Q7 Do you feel that it is important to get an overview of the content before 4.2
the class begins?

L2C Q8 Do you think ODL gives more benefits than drawbacks? 3.8
Average Mean 4
Conclusion

Summary of Findings and Discussion

Results gathered from this study revealed high level of openness in online learning is displayed
through learner-to-instructor engagement. The findings aligned with study conducted by
Maphosa and Bhebhe (2020) whereby the researchers revealed that meaningful
communication between the students and lecturers is crucial to reduce feelings of isolation
among the students. Openness is demonstrated through openness to teaching and learning
approaches as well as openness in communication among learners and instructors. This
support the findings of this study in which a moderate high level of openness in online learning
is displayed through learner-to-instructor engagement. Also, the result of this study showed
that a moderate high level of connectedness in online learning is displayed through learner-
to-content engagement. To illustrate this, Springer and Stone (2019) an effective digital
resource must be accessible to all students and convenience to use to ensure the
connectedness of students in ODL.

Pedagogical Implications

With reference to Figure 2 again, the conceptual framework of this study which supported by
Theory of Connectivism, this study proposes that openness in online learning is displayed
through learner-to-learner engagement and learner-to-instructor engagement. Meanwhile,
connectedness in online learning is displayed through learner-to-content engagement. To
ensure the students having a high motivation during ODL, there is a need to establish the
openness and connectedness in the learning session. They will have high satisfaction and
participate actively during ODL if the ODL institutions and instructors emphasize these three
engagements. Findings of this study suggest ODL institutions and instructors must put great
effort to establish openness and connectedness in ODL learning session. Since online learning
may be the learning approach in the future, there is a need to think the best approaches to
enrich the connectedness and openness in the learning session. For instance, upgrading the
learning content and learning method to be more online friendly and bridges the
communication gaps among the learners and instructors.

Suggestion for Future Research

It is suggested that future research look into more efforts and initiatives to establish and
sustain openness and connectedness in online learning. Future studies could also look at the
impacts of having openness and connectedness towards the learners’ performance. This is
crucial to evaluate the successfulness of openness and connectedness demonstrated.
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