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Guest Editor’s Letter
Special Issue on Business Education

The premise of university education is scientific research and higher education based on 
theory. However, educators seldom see the opportunity to combine research into their teach-
ing development work. By studying their own work, educators could gain understanding and 
knowledge on how to improve their practices and create effective teaching and learning meth-
ods. Cultivating a research-based teaching development benefits not only educators´ work 
but also creates student-centered organization culture that supports students´ performance, 
learning results, engagement to studies, and even graduation. This way research and teaching 
can support and not fight against others. 

In this special issue of the Nordic Journal of Business focused on business education, we want 
to bring forward selected examples of research-based teaching development. The three articles 
included in the special issue were first presented at the 2019 Nordic Academy of Management 
Conference. These articles look at the role of interaction in higher education teaching from 
different angles and different contexts. However, all of the articles highlight the impact of 
teacher´s pedagogical role and professional growth in creating successful learning environ-
ments. 

In the first article, Helena Kantanen, Leena Penttinen, Päivi Rosenius, and Katri Ruth discuss 
the importance of students´ first-term experience by looking at the teacher-student interac-
tion. A supportive and participative study environment showed to be significant for students´ 
integration and the development of their professional identities. One of the crucial actors was 
accessible teachers and their abilities to create interesting courses and use varied teaching 
methods. 

The second article by Henrik Virtanen and Anu Norrgrann focuses on the importance of 
interaction between students. This study offers an insight into e-learning and learner´s ex-
periences on participation by studying behavior in MOOC-course. Interaction is seen as a key 
characteristic to improve engagement, learning experience, and skills development. The study 
revealed that, despite the autonomous nature of MOOC-course, educators´ guidance and en-
couragement is necessary to enliven interaction.  The authors also find that interaction is not 
important only because of improving engagement and satisfaction but it has also an effect on 
the development of the business skills of the students. 

In the third article, Taina Eriksson, Minna-Maarit Jaskari and Päivi Kinnunen discuss an 
online course that has been co-taught across universities. The interest here lies in the interac-
tion between teachers, but it offers also insights on students’ experiences of trending ways of 
organizing courses in collaboration. Co-teaching was found to be a chance for teachers to grow 
professionally and build collegial relationships and build bridges across disciplines. Despite 
students recognized some challenges such as overlapping content and conflicting communi-
cations, co-teaching offered online learners more timely and efficient guidance and greater 
satisfaction. 

We wish that these three articles inspire business educators to reflect on their experience- 
and research-based knowledge. Moreover, the ongoing pandemic has challenged educators in 
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an unprecedented way, but at the same time opened us several interesting research paths in the 
context of digitalization of teaching and learning. Hopefully, these times push us educators to 
take stronger steps towards creating common ground and building scholarship in business 
education. 

Finally, we would like to thank all the anonymous reviewers that gave their input in peer 
review and by doing so, building the scholarship on business education. 

Minna-Maarit Jaskari & Jenni Kantola
University of Vaasa 
Guest Editors  
Nordic Journal of Business
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Grasp Your Field! First-
Year Business Students’ 
Engagement  
with the Study 
Environment and Their 
Own Academic Field
Helena Kantanen, Leena Penttinen, Päivi Rosenius and Katri Ruth

Abstract
This study focuses on first-year business students’ transition into their study community and 
working life. It seeks to analyze and understand students’ first-term experience by examining 
the self-determination theory and career orientation literature. The data consist of 84 reflective 
student papers written at the beginning and the end of the semester. Qualitative content analysis 
of the papers was conducted with ATLAS.ti. The results demonstrated the importance of a sup-
portive study community for a successful transition and highlighted the need to strengthen first-
year students’ academic study skills. Older students and alumni’s career experiences proved to 
be central in building a career orientation towards becoming a business professional. The study 
demonstrates the usefulness of self-determination theory in understanding students’ first-year 
experience and the elements that significantly contribute to their engagement. Practically, it of-
fers inspiration and tools for developing pedagogically motivated first-year studies.

Keywords: 
career orientation, engagement, first-year experience, self-determination theory

Helena Kantanen is a Senior Lecturer of Innovation Management at the University of Eastern Finland, Finland.
Leena Penttinen is a Senior Lecturer of Career Counselling at the University of Jyväskylä, Finland.
Päivi Rosenius is a University Teacher of Career Counselling at the University of Eastern Finland, Finland.
Katri Ruth is a Study Counselling Psychologist at the University of Eastern Finland, Finland.



7

NJB Vol. 69 , No. 3 (Autumn 2020) Grasp Your Field! First-Year Business Students’ Engagement with the Study Environment

1. Introduction
As soon as a student receives the notification of acceptance from a university, he or she starts a 
transition towards integration into the academic community and working life orientation. The 
engagement developed during the first months of study is crucial to this process. Engagement 
can be defined as ‘the quality of effort students themselves devote to educationally purposeful 
activities that contribute directly to desired outcomes’ (Krause & Coates, 2008, p. 494), which 
highlights a student’s own actions in the process of becoming a member of the new commu-
nity. Annala et al. (2012) demonstrate the role of the academic community in engagement in 
terms of providing a supportive environment, which can underpin significant learning expe-
riences through collaborative teaching and learning, as well as by giving academic challenges. 
Previous research has shown that introductory first-year experience (FYE) courses contribute 
to students’ satisfaction and success in their studies (Brooman & Darwent, 2014; Tinto, 2000). 

A successful transition period builds a positive self-image of the student as an academic 
learner, which, in turn, contributes to his or her long-term attachment to studies, integration, 
and engagement. The whole academic community is therefore encouraged to support the 
process of integration, which requires interactive participation and affects learning, moti-
vation, persistence, graduation, and, above all, the process of becoming an academic profes-
sional (Lähteenoja, 2010). Positive interaction is needed with both peers and older students 
(peer mentors) and approachable faculty and staff (Krause & Coates, 2008; Wilcox, Winn & 
Fyvie-Gauld, 2005). Supportive interaction with teachers significantly enhances adjustment, 
as well as identity formation, in university transition (Harvey, Drew & Smith, 2006; Scanlon, 
Rowling & Weber, 2007).

Because of the heterogeneous student body, a well-planned and supported transition pe-
riod during the first weeks and months at university is needed. Many studies have illustrated 
the meaning of the quality of interaction between students and teachers in first-year engage-
ment (Cotten & Wilson, 2006; Hagenauer & Volet, 2014). Leese (2010) emphasizes that this also 
means improving the awareness of teaching staff about teaching and learning processes. Early 
interaction with academic staff leads to a more meaningful interaction with teachers later 
along the study path (Fuentes, Ruiz Alvarado, Berdan & DeAngelo, 2014). 

The engagement model of Mäkinen and Annala (2011) (Figure 1) contextualizes the differ-
ent aspects of the development of the first-year orientation approached in this study (see also 
Annala et al., 2012; Kipponen & Annala, 2016). The model examines engagement through three 
levels: individual level, community level, and lifeworld level. This framework for engagement 
is a useful tool to understand the connection of individual orientation and interaction with 
staff in pedagogical practices, as well as the meaning of the world outside the university and fu-
ture prospects as combined factors of engagement in FYE. In the first zone of the engagement 
model, students’ individual orientation to their studies plays an important role in the way they 
participate in educationally purposeful activities. This orientation is about students’ readiness 
for academic studies and activities in seeking support. It is also about individual determina-
tion, which highlights students’ own target orientation and active engagement.

In the second zone of the engagement model, the initiatives of the community play an 
important role in how pedagogical practices and supportive activities foster students’ belong-
ingness to the study community. The interaction between staff and students forms the basis of 
students’ participation and membership in the new cultural environment of academic studies. 
The last zone refers to the wider issues in students’ lifeworlds. The overall economic and em-
ployment situation of students can play a significant role in their engagement in their studies. 
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In this zone, future career prospects at the beginning of one’s studies serve as determinants 
of successful engagement. However, the most important zone is the first one; students’ own 
activities and their motivation are the determinants of a successful study path, which we ap-
proach with self-determination theory (SDT). In this regard, the focus of the current empirical 
study was on students’ perceptions of their own actions and feelings towards participating in 
first-semester orientation and teaching activities. 

Figure 1. Framework for enhancing engagement in one’s studies (Annala et al., 2012, p. 79; Mäkinen & Annala, 
2011, p. 62).

Previous research has called for the development of different kinds of interventions for the early 
phase of studies to support successful transition and integration (e.g. Brinkworth et al., 2009; 
Gale & Parker, 2014; Greene, 2011). Therefore, the Business School decided to develop a new 
orientation programme for the new students of 2018 in order to integrate them efficiently into 
business studies and the academic study community. Willcoxson et al. (2011) suggest that first-
year students must be provided with a clear idea of their career options in order to support their 
engagement, so career prospects were considered in the planning of the orientation programme. 
At the same time, in 2018, the entire university renewed the orientation period of first-year stu-
dents, providing them with, for example, an open-access website with pre-orientation materials, 
including the key information necessary for a smooth start to their university studies.

GRASP YOUR FIELD! 4 
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The orientation programme for business students started on the newcomers’ first day, Sep-
tember 3rd, and continued until December 3rd. The first week followed the schedule given 
by the university, but from the second week on the group of 42 first-year students then met 
every Monday for a mandatory two-hour class. The planning team for the introductory course, 
consisting of a study psychologist, a professor, two senior lecturers, an amanuensis, and a 
board member from the student association, incorporated themes such as academic learning 
skills, time management, presentation and group-work skills, language studies and overseas 
exchange options into the course syllabus. The majors offered at the bachelor level also had 
two class meetings each to present their offerings through their faculty and alumni. The pro-
gramme contained certain informal elements. For example, it began with a treasure hunt ac-
tivity and ended with a Christmas party that included mulled wine, snacks, and carol-singing.

This study provides new knowledge about the role of the FYE in business students’ motiva-
tion, in their engagement with the academic community, and their career orientation. Peda-
gogically, the study offers new insights for teachers and administrators in charge of planning 
and implementing first-year students’ orientation programmes. In the following, we outline 
the theoretical background of the study and then explain the methodology, process of analy-
sis, and results.

2. Theoretical framework
2.1. Self-determination theory (SDT)
As a student’s own activities play a key role in his or her successful engagement, we used SDT 
as a theoretical framework to explore the student experience of the new orientation. SDT is 
a widely used macro-theory of human motivation and explains extrinsic and intrinsic moti-
vation through three universal psychological needs: relatedness, competence, and autonomy 
(e.g. Brooman & Darwent, 2014; Deci & Ryan, 2000, 2012; Ryan & Deci, 2000). The theory states 
that these needs must be met in order for people to function and grow optimally, so the social 
environment needs to nurture these needs. Relatedness encompasses the basic needs of secu-
rity, connectedness, and caring; competence comprises people’s need to control their perfor-
mance, cope with challenges, and experience mastery; and autonomy means the need to work 
towards inner coherence and integration and to act on the basis of one’s intrinsic motivation, 
not on the basis of external pressures.

Relatedness, or social integration, refers to students’ connectedness to their academic en-
vironment, peers, and the faculty (Brooman & Darwent, 2014). During the early stages of so-
cialization in the study community, students have a strong need to belong to the community 
and to negotiate their own identities as university students. Jamelske (2009) and Tinto (2000) 
maintain that four institutional prerequisites enable students’ integration into the academic 
community: information and counseling, support, participation, and learning. First-year stu-
dents must be provided with clear and logical structures and sufficient support. Moreover, the 
academic community must be seen as a human community in which relationships form cen-
tral objects, goals, and structures of pedagogical efforts. According to research, meeting with 
the staff and faculty within the first weeks and months of study is considered very meaningful 
for first-year students (e.g. Krause & Coates, 2008). Continuous interaction with both peers and 
the faculty is needed for students’ integration, engagement and persistence (Lay-Hwa Bowden, 
2013; Leese, 2010).

As mentioned above, learning is one of the prerequisites for integration (Jamelske, 2009; 
Tinto, 2000). Christie, Tett, Cree, Hounsell and McCune (2008, p. 568) state that ‘significant 
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learning is what changes our ability to engage in practice and to understand why we do it. Such 
learning is not just the acquisition of memories, habits, and skills, but also the formation of 
an identity’. Research shows that a positive identity formation process for a student at an early 
stage of his or her studies predicts academic attachment, participation, and engagement. First-
year students will have already adopted different learning skills and strategies during their 
earlier studies and through their working life experiences, but they may still need new tools for 
their university studies (Christie et al., 2008). They must therefore be provided with these tools, 
so they can feel competent and strengthen their self-efficacy.

According to the American Psychological Association (www.apa.org), self-efficacy, a con-
cept introduced by Bandura in 1977, ‘refers to an individual’s belief in his or her capacity to 
execute behaviors necessary to produce specific performance attainments. Self-efficacy reflects 
confidence in the ability to exert control over one’s own motivation, behavior, and social en-
vironment’. If a student has confidence in himself or herself, he or she may accomplish more, 
work harder, persevere with difficult tasks and try to master whatever task is at hand (Brooman 
& Darwent, 2014). Self-efficacy and competence also require basic learning skills, including 
study habits, such as time management and the ability to meet deadlines, and an understand-
ing of how one can best approach his or her learning (Brooman & Darwent, 2014).

The third element of SDT, in addition to relatedness and competence/self-efficacy, is au-
tonomy. ‘According to SDT, being autonomous refers to acting with a sense of volition and the 
experience of willingness’ (Deci & Ryan, 2012, p. 1). An autonomous individual behaves in line 
with his or her own interests, makes his or her own choices, and expresses his or her feelings 
freely (Jungert, Van den Broeck, Schreurs & Osterman, 2018). Intrinsic motivation is formed 
from an individual’s own interest or enjoyment, whereas extrinsic motivation is related to ex-
ternal rewards (Shin & Lee, 2017). Intrinsic motivation ‘makes individuals energetic and ena-
bles them to take actions with high-level self-regulated strategies voluntarily’ (Shin & Lee, 2017, 
p. 314). 

All three dimensions of SDT are closely connected. For example, a sense of secure related-
ness seems to contribute to intrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2000). The emphasis on intrinsic 
motivation and autonomous learning is also related to the challenges of working life now-
adays. For example, Jungert et al. (2018) show that colleagues are increasingly important in 
stimulating the motivation of teams and employees; therefore, employees could be trained to 
support one another’s needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness. 

Mylrea et al. (2017) suggest that providing support for students in these three areas of SDT 
may increase their motivation levels and sense of professional identity. Therefore, we maintain 
that the SDT theory offers a fruitful theoretical framework for the examination of business stu-
dents’ FYE. In addition, we approach the development of professional identity with questions 
about career orientation at the beginning of the studies. The link between SDT and career ori-
entation is derived from Deci and Ryan’s (2000, p. 263) description: ‘social contexts [that are] 
supportive of the needs for competence, autonomy, and relatedness . . . promote or strengthen 
aspirations or life goals that ongoingly provide the satisfaction of the basic needs’.

2.2. Career orientation in academic studies
Research has shown that participation in first-year introductory courses leads to higher sat-
isfaction with studies and better academic achievement (Jamelske, 2009; Tinto, 2000). More-
over, successful integration into the university community and peer attachment is not just 
good for new students’ mental well-being but also form a secure base for their professional 
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identity and career prospects (Mäkinen, 2012; Shin & Lee, 2017). From the point of view of work-
ing life skills, so-called 21st-century skills have been frequently discussed in recent years. These 
include collaboration, communication, use of information and communication technologies, 
social and cultural competencies, creative and critical thinking, and problem-solving (Kanta-
nen, Koponen, Sointu & Valtonen, 2019; Mäkinen & Annala, 2011; Voogt & Roblin, 2012). As a 
result of a rapidly changing labor market and the development of related skills, many students 
lack clear ideas about their future careers. In addition, career concerns about future employ-
ment are already present at an early stage of their studies (Lairio & Penttinen, 2006). 

Jackson (2016) discusses the importance of developing a pre-professional identity, which 
students start to develop at the beginning of their studies. Trede, Macklin and Bridges (2012) 
argue that becoming a professional starts by developing the necessary knowledge, skills, and 
values and a sense of being identical to that of the members of the profession. It is also a pro-
cess of differentiation from those outside the profession and, finally, of identifying yourself 
as a member of that profession. Thus, paying attention to career orientation at the beginning 
of one’s studies is important. Penttinen, Skaniakos and Lairio (2013) use the concept of work-
ing life orientation, which includes not only skills and knowledge but also personal values in 
relation to career prospects and employability. They highlight the need to support this kind 
of career orientation at the beginning of one’s studies through various kinds of activities in 
teaching, guidance, and counseling. Structured group guidance, in which career concerns are 
shared and discussed with peers, can be a fruitful space for developing one’s career orientation 
(Penttinen & Vesisenaho, 2013). Academic expertise is built through creative and constructive 
dialogues in which all participants can feel involved and can reflect upon and apply new col-
lective knowledge. Physical premises that can enable this kind of fruitful academic interaction 
are therefore also needed, but even more important than dialogic premises are the attitudes of 
faculty and staff towards the new student. He or she is not inept and incapable but rather a val-
uable young member of the academic community who has entered the process of professional 
development as a responsible owner of his or her learning process (Krause & Coates, 2008).

2.3. Studies of the first-year experience in the business school context
Several studies have focused on the specific challenges in academic studies and the FYE of 
business school students. For example, Brown, Rich and Holtham (2014) examine student en-
gagement and learning during a new management practice and skills study module at Cass 
Business School. They find only limited evidence of a connection between student engagement 
and student performance, but they also realize that creating a credible measure for student 
engagement is difficult. They call for more research on the connection between the theories 
of student engagement, learning, and appropriate teaching methods. De Maio and Desierto 
(2016) explore how embedding sessions and support workshops contributed to students’ final 
results on a first-year course. Their findings indicated that the workshops were beneficial and 
that they improved the students’ academic literacy skills, but no improvement in their final 
marks for the course unit was shown. Fleming and Stanway (2014) evaluate how a collaborative 
approach between teachers and administrators for a core business unit contributed to build-
ing an active learning environment. They find that some students benefitted from a collabo-
rative learning model that encouraged them, for example, to actively engage in their learning 
and to self-reflect. The authors also establish that the success of this model required strong 
relationships between academic and professional staff. Nelson and Johnson (2011) study two 
individual characteristics: perceptions of social support (emotional, instrumental, informa-
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tional, and appraisal) and attachment style in management education. Surprisingly, they find 
that social support was not related to academic performance.

As described above, the studies conducted in business school contexts produced contra-
dictory results regarding the connections between relatedness/social support and perfor-
mance. Moreover, these studies seemed to focus mainly on students’ academic performance. 
They were also often quantitatively orientated, with psychometric validation and a statistical 
focus. Krause and Coats (2008) suggest that qualitative elements should be incorporated into 
the data collection. The present study fills the need for qualitatively orientated research of the 
FYE of business school students and offers a wider perspective on working life orientation.

2.4. Research questions
The main goal of this study is to analyze and understand business students’ first-term experi-
ence in terms of needs and engagement. This is approached through two research questions: 

1. How did the needs of relatedness, self-efficacy/competence, and autonomy affect stu-
dents’ satisfaction in their first-year experience? 

2. How did students’ career orientation evolve during the first semester?

3. Data collection and analysis
The data consist of 84 reflective student papers written by 42 first-year business students at 
the beginning and the end of a new three-month-long introductory course. Altogether, the 
data comprise 106 pages of written text. The papers were mandatory course assignments, but 
they were not graded. Of the students, 43% were female and 57% were male. The average age of 
the students was 21 years old. Sixty-seven percent (n = 28) had started studying business from 
the beginning in 2018, whereas 33% (n = 14) had already completed several open university 
courses, studied in another university, or studied a totally different field. The students gave 
their consent to the use of their papers for the research. The first assignment was assisted by 
the following questions: ‘How did you choose the field of business studies?’, ‘What kinds of 
themes do you think your studies will include?’ and ‘What kind of work would you like to do in 
the future?’ The second assignment offered the following questions as prompts: ‘How has your 
interest in business studies changed during the autumn?’, ‘Which subjects have been interest-
ing and inspiring for you?’, ‘What has been hard or difficult?’, ‘Have you received enough help 
and counseling?’ and ‘What do you think of business studies, in general, and management and 
marketing studies and accounting and finance studies, in particular?’

Qualitative content analysis was performed on the data using ATLAS.ti software. The pro-
cess included open coding, category creation, and abstraction (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2016). 
The first stage of the analysis was inductive and involved open coding. The first author ana-
lyzed the reflective papers to find key codes related to the experiences and challenges of the 
students during their first university semester. The second stage of the analysis was deductive 
and involved the classification of the codes into the categories derived from the literature, 
such as relatedness, self-efficacy/competence, autonomy, and career orientation. The whole 
team discussed the categorization and commented on the choices of sample quotations. The 
qualitative results were also quantified by calculating the code frequencies in the data. Table 1 
illustrates the process of coding.
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Table 1. Categorisation of first-semester experiences.

CATEGORIES KEY CODES 
(ENABLERS AND 
CHALLENGES; 
NUMBERS IN THE 
DATA)

EXAMPLES OF QUOTATIONS

Relatedness (SDT): 
expressions of security, 
belonging, and caring

+ study buddies (18) 
+ peer mentors and older students 
(6) 
+ teachers (5) 
+ students’ association (4)
***
− isolation (1) 
− competition (1) 

I’ve been truly inspired by the common sharing and 
supporting. I couldn’t imagine that at the university level, 
students would help and support one another this much. 
(study buddies) [informant 8]
Our peer mentors have been there for us, too, motiva-
ting and helping us. (peer mentors and older students) 
[informant 18]
I’m glad that the professors are friendly and ready to 
help students whenever needed. (teachers) [informant 1]

Self-efficacy/compe-
tence (SDT): 
expressions of control 
of performance, coping 
with challenges and 
experiences of mastery 
within the field of bu-
siness; basic skills to 
learn, including produc-
tive study habits

+ interesting courses (32) 
+ strengths (15) 
+ everything okay (9) 
+ feeling of competence (7) 
+ attitude change (6) 
+ learning methods (4)
***
− academic study skills (37) 
− time management (11) 
− frustration (8) 
− work-heavy courses (7) 
− early mornings (4) 
− workload (4) 
− everything is new (3) 
− lack of math skills (3) 
 
 
 

I have particularly enjoyed the studies of management 
and English. (interesting courses) [informant 2]
I find it a strength that I’m usually pretty good at 
constructing the bigger picture and remembering the 
essential points. (strengths) [informant 5]
I have enjoyed the feeling of success in math lectures 
and exercises. (feeling of competence) [informant 22]
I must admit that I was doubtful about the management 
course because I thought that you learn leadership by 
leading, but the introductory course changed my mind. 
(attitude change) [informant 14]
There has been a good variation in the working methods 
in different courses. (learning methods) [informant 17]
***
I should improve my reading speed. (academic study 
skills) [informant 25]
There are many development needs, particularly starting 
to study early enough. (time management) [informant 5]
The most challenging and laborious courses so far have 
been the introductory courses on economics and ac-
counting. (work-heavy courses) [informant 13]

Autonomy (SDT): 
expressions of inner 
coherence and integra-
tion, acting on the basis 
of intrinsic motivation

+ open university background (12) 
+ motivation strengthened (11) 
+ my field (8) 
+ interesting courses to come (4)

My interest in business studies has remained or even 
increased. (motivation strengthened) [informant 10]
I just love this field because you learn all the time and 
never become ‘completely ready’. (my field) [informant 
26]

Career orientation: 
expressions of aca-
demic competencies, 
future visions, and 
career prospects

+ auditing, banking, investments or 
finance (15) 
+ variety of options (11) 
+ working life orientation (10) 
+ alumni and other business experts 
(9) 
+ an appreciated degree and a se-
cure future (4) 
 
*** 
− second choice (7) 
− no clear idea yet (6) 
− disappointment (1)

Business studies have been a very positive experience. 
They give you competence in many different careers. 
(variety of options) [informant 21]
I have become more and more interested in marketing, 
and different future visions have started filling my mind. 
(working life orientation) [informant 7] 
 
It has been inspiring to listen to the experiences and 
career paths of alumni. (alumni and other business 
experts) [informant 10]
***
Business was my plan b … it was also a bit related to my 
first choice, which was law. (second choice) [informant 
40]
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4. Findings
In the following, the main findings are further discussed on the basis of the qualitative content 
analysis conducted. The main goal was to analyze and understand business students’ first-term 
experience in terms of needs and engagement. This was approached through two research 
questions: 1. How did the needs of relatedness, self-efficacy/competence, and autonomy affect 
students’ satisfaction in their first-year experience? 2. How did students’ career orientation 
evolve during the first semester?

4.1. Relatedness enhanced by peer and staff support
In this study, the need for relatedness was examined through expressions of security, belong-
ing, and caring. This dimension of SDT was clearly demonstrated in the data; a team spirit and 
helping and caring amongst study buddies, in particular, contributed to relatedness. The ex-
perience of informant 38 summarises this aptly: ‘The first year has started really well with the 
help of new, nice study buddies and by motivating one another’. Peer mentors, older students, 
and the business students’ association also played a central role in first-year students’ security 
and belonging and, thus, in their engagement with the academic community. Moreover, in 
the data, teachers were seen as approachable and ready to help, which is always beneficial for 
learning. 

It is worth noting that the feeling of relatedness also contributed to the students’ experi-
ence of deciding whether business was their field, as informant 31 put it: ‘In the beginning, I 
was probably a bit lost and wondered whether this was my field, but now, three months later, 
I’ve started feeling that this is the right choice because I’ve started making new friends and 
acquaintances’. This notion is in line with Deci and Ryan’s (2000) idea that the dimensions of 
SDT are closely connected.

Basically, there were only two negative notions associated with relatedness—one student 
expressed feelings of isolation despite having new friends, and another slightly criticized the 
competitive spirit amongst students.

4.2. Deficits in academic study skills challenging self-efficacy
In this study, the need for self-efficacy referred to expressions of control over performance, 
coping with challenges, and experiences of mastery in relation to one’s own academic field. It 
also included basic learning skills. There was a significant variation in individual experiences, 
which underlines the importance of self-efficacy in engagement.

A few respondents seemed to be doing fine without any specific challenges: ‘nothing has 
been overwhelmingly difficult so far’ [informant 30]. The courses that the students take at the 
beginning of their studies are central to providing them with experiences of mastery. There 
were numerous mentions of interesting courses in the data. These courses were interesting 
because of the students’ long-term interest in the topics, because these were considered new 
and exciting, or because of the unique teaching methods used. 

The data show that the combination of interesting courses and the variations in teaching and 
learning methods contributed to self-efficacy amongst the students and helped them identify 
and develop their own strengths. However, it is important to remember that sometimes, success 
in coping with challenges also strengthens the experience of self-efficacy: ‘The toughest part of 
the studies was the struggle with the economics course because I couldn’t care less, and the topics 
were mainly very difficult to understand. However, I’m now very pleased because I learned that 
my extensive reading has been rewarded, as I got a good grade after all’ [informant 28].
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The first-year students and their feelings of competence were also challenged in many 
ways. Everything was new, they had a difficult time understanding the structure of their degree 
programme and they faced some difficult courses and heavy workloads, as described by in-
formant 38: ‘A few weeks in mid-November were really tough because we had many exams and 
assignments to return within a couple of weeks’. 

The data also showed that the first-year students had much to learn in their new phase of 
life. They reported many challenges in their new independent lives with regard to early morn-
ing starts and, in particular, academic study skills and time management.

The most difficult part has been learning how to learn. I didn’t read much in high school 
… A grade of 8 [scale 4–10] was satisfactory enough for me, and it could be achieved with-
out even opening one’s textbook. [informant 9]

Getting prepared for exams has been very challenging because it was difficult to find in-
formation on how and what one should study. [informant 28]

Time management has been the most difficult part … In the future, I will divide my work 
evenly over the whole course to avoid the ‘piling-up’ of tasks at the end. [informant 29]

My challenge is concentration or the lack of it. I’m simply lazy. [informant 13]

The mentions of deficits in academic study skills were so frequent in the data that faculty need 
to ponder how these issues can be addressed, both during the first semester and throughout 
the students’ study path. This is essential because significant problems with these skills may 
lead to frustration and disappointment and, in the worst case, suspension.

4.3. Intrinsic motivation as a basis of learning
In this study, autonomy meant expressions of inner coherence and integration and the ability 
to act on the basis of intrinsic motivation. Those who entered business school with a consider-
able number of earlier study credits were naturally guided by their strong intrinsic motivation 
and did not need to ponder whether this was their field. However, from the point of view of 
those coming directly from high school, the situation was quite different, with the data indi-
cating how the students’ motivation was strengthened: ‘My opinion of and interest in business 
studies have become deeper during the autumn. I’m more certain than before that this is the 
field I want to study’ [informant 22]. Some students also recognized a turning point at which 
they became committed to the field of business studies and their motivation was strengthened: 
‘The class in which management studies was introduced was personally meaningful for me 
and was some sort of a turning point because then I felt that this was precisely what I wanted 
to study’ [informant 28]. A systematic comparison of the two groups of students—those with 
earlier university studies and those without—and the differences between them are discussed 
in Chapter 4.5.

4.4. Alumni providing visions for career paths
In addition to the students’ needs, examined through the three dimensions of SDT, we wanted 
to explore whether the new introductory programme contributed to the future orientation and 
career prospects of the first-year students. In general, major differences were found amongst 
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the students in terms of their future career prospects and the assurance they felt that they were in 
the right field of study. The data revealed that very few first-year students had any specific plans 
for the future; instead, they had chosen the field on the basis of the recommendations of their 
family or friends or because they wanted an appreciated degree, meaningful work, or secure em-
ployment options. Many of the students were also aware of the fact that a business degree offers a 
combination of professional knowledge and transformative skills, which can open very different 
doors for them in the future. This is why the employment options presented during the orien-
tation programme through older students and visitors were extremely valuable, as informant 17 
put it: ‘The visitors to the introductory course explained nicely the content of the studies … and 
it’s also very important to receive information about different career options at an early stage of 
one’s studies’. The orientation course both extended the students’ ideas of the employment op-
portunities of business graduates and gave them role models and specific visions for the future. 
Encounters with alumni and working life professionals offered more diverse career perspectives to 
their academic studies. This is what Horn (2009) calls career-informed studying, which means that 
different career options are presented during one’s studies and provide future visions. At the end 
of the orientation semester, we concluded that alumni attendance provided first-year students 
with these visions and strengthened their motivation.

4.5. Comparisons of the two student groups and two reflective papers
A systematic comparison of the students who had already completed a considerable amount of 
academic study versus those who had started business studies from the beginning in 2018 revealed 
that generally, there was only a slight variation in how these two groups expressed their self-de-
termination or career orientation. However, a rough quantification (Table 2) of the different codes 
within these categories reveals some differences. 

Table 2. Frequencies of quotations reflecting the main categories of the data in this study.

CODE CATEGORY EARLIER STUDIES (33% 
OF THE STUDENTS, 
N = 14), NUMBER OF 
QUOTATIONS

NO EARLIER STUDIES 
(67% OF THE STUDENTS, 
N = 28), NUMBER OF 
QUOTATIONS

TOTAL

Relatedness 13 (37%) 22 (63 %) 35

* Challenges of relatedness 0 (0%) 2 (100%) 2

Self-efficacy 22 (24%) 69 (76%) 91

* Challenges of self-efficacy 32 (38%) 54 (62%) 86

Autonomy 23 (46%) 27 (54%) 50

* Challenges of autonomy 0 0 0

Career orientation 41 (37%) 70 (63%) 111

* Challenges of career orientation 2 (14%) 12 (86%) 14

Total 133 (34%) 256 (66%) 389

Relatedness and study buddies, in particular, were equally important for both the more mature 
students and those without earlier studies. This can be explained at least through the fact that 
open university studies are often undertaken alone, so joining a group of peers may be important 
for students. 

Within the dimension of self-efficacy, interesting courses played a more important role for 
those coming directly from high school. On the other hand, those who had studied a considera-
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ble number of business courses expressed frustration because they had already learned many 
interesting topics before. It is an interesting notion related to self-efficacy that both groups of 
students were well aware of their individual strengths. They were good at math, concentration, 
giving presentations, or organizing. 

Academic study skills seemed to be a major issue in this study; surprisingly, the two student 
groups had no major differences because the number of challenges identified was equal to 
the proportion of each group in data. The explanation can be that more mature students have 
already identified their weak spots and challenges and can express them more specifically. 

In terms of autonomy, the students with earlier university studies expressed greater au-
tonomous orientation and stronger intrinsic motivation, which is expected. However, less-ex-
perienced students had strong motivators behind their career choices. It can be noted, though, 
that their interest in business studies was not necessarily intrinsic; it originated from examples 
available in the family or amongst other close relationships. 

Different aspects of career orientation were equally important for both student groups, 
but those with less previous studies benefited more from the alumni visits and other career 
prospects introduced to them. Consequently, the more experienced students did not find any 
challenges related to their career orientation the way their younger peers did. It seems that the 
fields of auditing, banking, investments, and finance were the possible career paths for some 
students when they applied to business school, and this pre-professional identity (Jackson, 
2016) was strengthened during the first semester. After the first semester, the students’ inter-
ests were divided equally into management and marketing versus accounting and finance.

A longitudinal analysis of the reflective papers written at the beginning and the end of 
the first semester shows that the students have had certain ideas of their future careers at the 
beginning of their studies; for example, summer job experiences or family and friends had 
guided them towards business studies. Often, their expectations were at a general level; they 
wanted an appreciated degree that offers a wide variety of options and adequate challenges. 
What really challenged their career orientation was the fact that for some, business school was 
only the second option, and their first choice was medicine, psychology, or law. However, the 
first semester was rewarding enough because the students did not question their choice of 
business studies at the end of the semester.

5. Discussion
In this study, SDT helped us understand how students determine themselves in relation to a 
new environment, its communities, and its responsibilities. The concept of career orientation, 
for its part, positioned students on a continuum that starts from the notification of acceptance 
from the university. Career orientation was strengthened by inspiring courses and meetings 
with business professionals that offered first-year students different visions for the future.

5.1. Theoretical implications
This study explored business students’ first semester from the perspectives of self-determina-
tion (Brooman & Darwent, 2014; Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2000) and career orientation 
(Jamelske, 2009; Mäkinen, 2012; Shin & Lee, 2017). 

From the point of view of SDT, we can conclude that the theory offered a solid framework 
for the examination of business students’ first semester. From our data, we can conclude that 
the students’ needs of relatedness and autonomy were fulfilled, but their self-efficacy was chal-
lenged in many ways. These needs could not have been monitored without the intervention of 
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a three-month-long orientation course, which included reflective writing at the beginning and 
at the end of the semester.

From the point of view of relatedness, we conclude that first-year students formed a com-
munity characterized by belonging and caring. They achieved this through a new, longer ori-
entation period; peer mentor groups; shared first-year courses, and approachable administra-
tors and teachers. First-year business students’ experience of accessible teachers as key actors 
who were interested in the newcomers in the community supported the findings about teach-
ers’ pedagogical role in previous research (Scanlon et al., 2007; Willcox, Winn & Fyvie-Gauld, 
2005). This supportive and participative study environment offered a secure base for their 
integration and the development of their professional identities (Jamelske, 2009; Tinto, 2000).

Christie et al. (2008) call for further investigation into how confidence and motivation con-
tribute to learning identities. The study revealed that the combination of interesting courses 
and varied teaching and learning methods contributed to self-efficacy/competence and a pos-
itive learner identity formation process. Success in coping with challenging courses strength-
ened the feeling of competence. However, the first semester also offered several sources of 
concern for first-year students, such as uncertainty about the structure and requirements of 
university studies, laborious courses, and heavy workloads. These findings are in line with 
those of Leese (2010), who found that first-year students may be prepared for an increased 
workload, higher expectations, and the challenges of independent learning, but these new de-
mands may also overwhelm them. 

From the point of view of autonomy and intrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2012), the new 
orientation course proved extremely useful. It strengthened the students’ motivation by pro-
viding information on their future studies and career prospects in auditing and finance and in 
management and marketing. Deci and Ryan (2000) see extrinsic and intrinsic motivation as a 
continuum, and it seems that for those who had chosen business school based on the examples 
of family or friends, an inspiring first semester changed their extrinsic motivation towards in-
trinsic motivation. This is the right direction from the point of view of learning.

In sum, it is an interesting result that from the point of view of SDT, only the self-efficacy/
competence dimension proved problematic. The study community was characterized by be-
longingness and caring for one another, and there were also signs of the advancement of in-
trinsic motivation. Our results demonstrated the importance of pedagogical approaches and 
methodologies that address the students’ different needs—those that strengthen their skills 
and self-efficacy in a way that also supports engagement and belonging. At the same time, the 
students are active participants in their study community and can determine their own goals. 

From the point of view of future orientation and working life prospects, the first semes-
ter extended the students’ ideas of their employment opportunities and gave them role mod-
els and specific visions for the future through the experiences of Master’s level students and 
alumni. They were offered a forum for constructive dialogue in which the students could envi-
sion their future and enter the process of professional development (Krause & Coates, 2008).

The first semester fulfilled its purpose and enabled the students to be active participants 
in their own transitions rather than merely recipients of the information. A longer transition 
period proved to be beneficial from the point of view of motivation as conceptualized through 
SDT (Brooman & Darwent, 2014). The study contributes to the student engagement literature 
by confirming the evidence offered by Fleming and Stanway (2014) that an engaging learning 
environment requires academic and professional partnerships and the integration of aca-
demic skills within the discipline in question.
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5.2. Pedagogical implications
Brown, Rich and Holtham (2014) called for more research on the connection between theo-
ries of student engagement, learning, and appropriate teaching methods. The results of our 
study offer several pedagogical and practical implications. Based on our results, we modified 
the Annala et al.’s (2012) original student engagement model to present the three levels of en-
gagement as the pedagogical outcomes of our study. Students’ own abilities and self-knowl-
edge, as well as their academic study skills and motivation, can be supported by pedagogical 
activities in a study community that offers significant learning experiences, collaboration, and 
peer and staff support. In addition, engagement is connected to future employment and career 
prospects, which are shown in the early phase of studies. Figure 2 contains a summary of the 
supportive orientation in terms of the key findings and pedagogical implications of our study. 
The need for self-efficacy/competence is a central element of the inner zone, the need for the 
relatedness of the second zone, and the need for autonomy of the third zone.

Figure 2. Key elements in developing a successful orientation programme (pedagogical modification from 
Mäkinen & Annala, 2011, p. 62; Annala et al., 2012, p. 79). 
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Another pedagogical implication is that the move toward comprehensive orientation over a 
longer period of time seems appropriate. Previously, the orientation period involved only two 
intensive weeks at the beginning of the academic year; now, the process starts with the distri-
bution of online materials during the summer, and, in our case, it lasts through the autumn 
semester. Obviously, better integration of university-wide and department-specific orientation 
programmes is needed to take the holistic lifeworld of students into account and to serve them 
in the best possible way. 

All efforts must be taken to maintain the excellent aspects of the orientation at the mo-
ment—the feeling of belongingness amongst first-year students and meetings with alumni and 
other business professionals as guides for students’ future visions as business professionals. 
Moreover, the results have implications for curriculum planning. Introductory courses should 
be pedagogically well planned and implemented, and they should offer enough intellectual 
stimulation but not too heavy workloads in order to enhance and maintain first-year students’ 
motivation. Avoiding the overlap of several course deadlines is also a curriculum planning is-
sue. Likewise, those who have already taken a considerable number of business courses in an 
open university or elsewhere could be offered individual counseling and an accelerated pro-
gramme to maintain their motivation and avoid frustration. 

Such forums where teachers, administrators, and new students can discuss the time man-
agement and academic study skills required at university are needed (Brooman & Darwent, 
2014). The data show that this area must be extended in the orientation period in the future 
because many deficits were reported. Attention must be given to these challenges to ensure 
that students can have confidence in themselves and thus accomplish more and persevere in 
the face of difficulties (Brooman & Darwent, 2014). Both more mature and younger students 
need to strengthen their academic study skills with the help of the faculty. This should include 
instructing them about different tools for time management, briefing them about studying for 
exams, and providing practical skills, such as note-taking techniques. 

5.3. Limitations and future research
Unfortunately, we did not have comparable data from previous years to demonstrate the ef-
ficacy of the new semester-long orientation programme. However, the study provides highly 
valuable information for the faculty and administrators for the further development of the 
business students’ FYE. During our study, we have become aware of the need to examine busi-
ness students’ orientation course within the larger FYE framework, and this could be the next 
step of our research. We intend to collect longitudinal data focusing on students’ expectations 
and motivations at the beginning of their studies and the end of their bachelor’s degree paths. 
Furthermore, whether the reported lack of academic study skills reflects upon the first-year 
students’ academic performance would be worth exploring. Examining the kinds of pedagog-
ical practices that are effective and that contribute to the motivation, engagement, and career 
orientation of new students, as well as what these practices mean from the point of view of 
teaching culture, would likewise be interesting.

6. Conclusions
The study demonstrates the usefulness of self-determination theory in understanding students’ 
first-year experience and the elements that significantly contribute to their engagement. Prac-
tically, it offers inspiration and tools for developing pedagogically motivated first-year studies.

Preparing students for their future workplaces is difficult if their engagement with their ac-
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ademic field remains weak and their orientation towards working life develops inadequately. 
This study proves that focusing on the transition period of first-year students during their very 
first semester in the academe is crucial. The results presented here report the initial learning 
experiences of students during a special phase of life. The orientation period offered a forum 
to monitor these experiences, so they can be addressed in curriculum planning in the future.

The three-month-long orientation period proved useful from several viewpoints. From the 
first viewpoint, the results demonstrate the importance of a supportive study community for 
a successful transition. This kind of community relieves fears related to a new environment 
and university studies, and it enables the development of self-efficacy: ‘Even I can make it, and 
university studies do not … require supernatural powers’ [informant 6]. From the second view-
point, the study highlights the need to strengthen the academic study skills of first-year stu-
dents. The career experiences of older students and alumni also proved to be central in build-
ing a future orientation towards becoming a business professional. From the last viewpoint, 
discussions about students’ and young employees’ self-determination and mental well-being 
have been active in the Finnish mass and business media in 2019 (e.g. Hs.fi; Talouselama.fi; 
Yle.fi). We argue that successful first-semester engagement that fulfills students’ psychological 
needs of relatedness, self-efficacy, and autonomy and that opens career prospects is beneficial 
in addressing these concerns. 
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Prior research on massive open online courses (MOOCs) suggests interaction to be a key char-
acteristic in terms of improving learners’ engagement, skills development, and learning ex-
perience. This study investigates learners’ experiences of participating in MOOCs in order to 
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1. Introduction
The development of massive open online courses (MOOCs) has changed the field of higher 
education by rendering it more democratized and accessible (Dillahunt et al., 2014). As MOOCs 
open the doors and invite everyone to enter the learning space, they enhance the co-creation 
and co-evolution of learning content among learners with different backgrounds, experiences, 
skills, and knowledge (Babori et al., 2019). Connectivity is provided through an online plat-
form, which allows for social networking. Furthermore, MOOCs generally have no prerequi-
sites, fees, formal accreditation, or predefined mandatory level of participation (Liyanaguna-
wardena et al., 2013).

Aside from altruistic motives, universities may also launch MOOCs with the aim of increas-
ing their prestige and marketing themselves to potential students, faculty members, financing 
bodies, and donors (Hew & Cheung, 2014). In the age of lifelong learning, MOOCs deliver their 
learning content online via a combination of videos, lectures, readings, assignments, quizzes, 
and discussions, which means that the content is available to virtually every person in the 
world with no limit on attendance or class size. Yet, from a more critical perspective, MOOCs 
can be viewed as merely another platform for learning, albeit a more interactive one than, for 
example, a book. Further, according to Armellini and Padilla Rodriguez (2016), many MOOCs 
cannot be characterized as pedagogically innovative, even though the potential for innovation 
exists. However, this is an issue associated with the design of MOOCs (Guàrdia et al., 2013).  

The problem of high attrition rates is a common one with regard to MOOCs (Khalil & Eb-
ner, 2014; Sunar et al., 2016) and other online courses (Bawa, 2016; Lee & Choi, 2011). For in-
stance, Jordan’s (2014) study of 91 MOOCs found an average completion rate of just 6.5 percent. 
Previous studies suggest that the attrition rates of MOOCs are lower when learners take part in 
repeated and frequent interactions so as to exchange ideas, insights, and personal experiences 
(Breslow et al., 2013; Coetzee et al., 2014; Sunar et al., 2016). Further, peer interaction is known 
to promote learner engagement (Hew, 2016), foster reflection (Paladino, 2008), and increase 
learning satisfaction (Lin et al., 2008). However, limited interaction appears to be a persis-
tent and widespread challenge in relation to MOOCs (Hew & Cheung, 2014) and other online 
courses (Hammond, 1999; Hewitt, 2005; Lee & Martin, 2017; Purarjomandlangrudi et al., 2016). 
Indeed, the interaction does not seem to occur voluntarily in an online environment (An et al., 
2009; Bawa, 2016). Thus, enhancing the likelihood of interaction should be a focal point when 
developing MOOCs. This raises the challenge of identifying strategies for promoting interac-
tion, something that has been the subject of scant interest in previous research concerning 
MOOCs (Bozkurt et al., 2017). 

Among others, interaction and networking skills are important in the business context 
(Daellenbach, 2018). Furthermore, reflection (Peltier et al., 2005) and critical-thinking (Roy & 
Macchiette, 2005) skills represent central aspects of higher education. Educators should thus 
consider these “soft” skills when planning business education programs, courses, and lectures. 
Many platforms offering online education stress an approach built on a social learning ped-
agogy that works on a massive scale. This is also the case in relation to the learning platform 
investigated in the present study. A social learning pedagogy embraces the idea that interac-
tions between learners, as well as between learners and educators, foster collaborative social 
learning, which results in all participants learning from each other. Collaborative social learn-
ing is one of the major opportunities afforded by MOOCs thanks to their vast scale and diverse 
range of participants (Davis et al., 2018). Interaction allows learners to see beyond their own 
perspectives, to challenge their own assumptions, and to obtain a glimpse of a wide range of 
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challenges and problems that can be encountered in the field of business. Therefore, a focus 
on interaction is not only significant in terms of improving engagement and satisfaction with 
MOOCs in general, as it is also a relevant aspect of the development of students’ business skills.

Accordingly, the aim of this study is to explore how interaction can be enhanced in MOOCs. 
Interaction improves learners’ engagement, learning experience, and business skills. In the 
present study, interaction is understood as the interaction that occurs between individuals, 
that is, through posting messages to ask questions, answer questions, and make comments 
or suggestions during an asynchronous online discussion. Interaction between learners and 
the learning content (see, e.g., Abrami et al., 2011; Kanuka, 2011) is not within the scope of this 
study. Due to the explorative nature of the study, we opt for a qualitative research approach. 
To achieve our research aims, we examine learners’ experiences of “Principles of Service Man-
agement,” a marketing course offered by Hanken School of Economics, to elucidate the ways 
in which learners interact (or chose not to interact) with both peers and educators. We also ex-
amine why learners participate in interactions as well as what would prompt them to interact 
more. The study by Guàrdia et al. (2013) identified a need to further develop the pedagogical 
approaches utilized in MOOCs. This study represents an attempt to do just that.   

The remainder of this article is structured as follows. In the theoretical part, prior research 
on interaction within an online environment is discussed, followed by a discussion of moti-
vation in relation to interaction. Next, the empirical study is introduced, the focal course and 
platform are described, and the empirical findings are presented. This is followed by a discus-
sion of the results, conclusions, and implications for MOOC design. The article concludes with 
a discussion of the limitations of the study and suggestions for future research directions. 

2. Interaction in online courses and MOOCs
MOOCs can be broadly divided into two different types, namely cMOOCs and xMOOCs (Bozkurt 
et al., 2017; Daniel, 2012; Guàrdia et al., 2013). cMOOCs are principally based on a connectivist, 
collaborative pedagogy that focuses on knowledge generation and sharing within loosely or-
ganized networks (Kop, 2011; Reeves & Hedberg, 2014), whereas xMOOCs rely on a more tra-
ditional approach to learning. More specifically, xMOOCs are based on behavioral, cognitive 
pedagogy that focuses on knowledge transmission and duplication (Rodriguez, 2012). 

Beaven et al. (2014) sought to move away from this binary division by presenting a more 
nuanced classification of MOOCs in which they can be divided into 1) network-based, 2) task-
based, and 3) content-based MOOCs (see also Anders, 2015; Reeves & Hedberg, 2014). The three 
different types of MOOCs are characterized by different pedagogical ideologies and learning 
approaches. Of course, MOOCs can simultaneously involve hybrid elements of networking, 
tasks, and content. The foundation of network-based MOOCs is socially constructed knowl-
edge, which is developed through interactions with other participants during the courses. 
Task-based MOOCs emphasize skill development through the completion of tasks. Success 
in terms of completing tasks may rely on networking, although that is not the primary goal. 
Finally, content-based MOOCs are built around the transmission and acquisition of content. 
They rely upon automated assessment, and they may also include opportunities for network-
ing and joint learning. However, many content-based MOOCs can be completed without par-
ticipation in any interaction. 

MOOCs can be designed in a variety of ways. It can be argued that design matters in relation 
to learners’ motivation (Salmon et al., 2017) and, ultimately, how they achieve their learning 
objectives (Hollenbeck et al., 2011). The importance of interaction can also be argued for (Hew, 
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2016; Sunar et al., 2016). Learning occurs as a result of social practices (Lin et al., 2008). The 
interaction that is characterized by the exchange of thoughts and reflections among learners 
results in new ways of viewing things and new ways of acting. Lee and Martin (2017) found that 
learners emphasize pragmatism during an interaction. Relating content to practice increases 
learners’ willingness to interact and so makes learning more meaningful. Further, according 
to the same study, reflection and higher-level thinking are also much appreciated by learners 
in online discussions. Khalil and Ebner’s (2014) study of 42 MOOCs examined the reasons why 
learners dropped out or failed to complete the courses. The reasons identified included a lack 
of time, a lack of motivation, learners’ feelings of isolation, a lack of interactivity, learners’ in-
sufficient background and skills, and finally, hidden costs. We can thus state that interaction in 
MOOCs serves as both a motivator and a method for learning. 

The 90–9–1 principle seeks to explain participatory patterns within online communities 
(van Mierlo, 2014). According to this principle, 90 percent of participants in MOOCs are passive 
“lurkers,” who do not participate in any interactions; 9 percent are “contributors,” who con-
tribute sparingly; while 1 percent are “superusers,” who are responsible for most of the inter-
actions and discussions. Breslow et al. (2013) report similar numbers. In their study of the edX 
platform’s first MOOC, they found that over 90 percent of learners simply viewed pre-existing 
discussions, without participating themselves (see also Hammond, 1999; Kop, 2011; Poellhuber 
et al., 2019). We argue that encouraging lurkers to interact may actively boost their engage-
ment and learning experience.

The kind of interaction that occurs in MOOCs is asynchronous in nature. It is not limited 
to a classroom, time, or day of the week, which enables flexibility in terms of discussing and 
debating. Asynchronous interaction also provides learners with time to think and to compose 
their reflections prior to sharing their thoughts online (Pena-Shaff & Nicholls, 2004). However, 
Dow (2008) argues for having at least some “live” component during online interactions, as 
the respondents in her study felt frustrated due to the absence of face-to-face conversation, the 
absence of visible identifiers of the people they were interacting with, and the lag time between 
responses.      

In the context of MOOCs, an interaction may involve a) learner-to-learner interaction, b) 
educator-to-learner interaction or c) learner-to-public interaction (see also Abrami et al., 2011; 
Kanuka, 2011; Moore, 1989). Learner-to-learner interaction involves, for example, responding 
to other learners’ comments or peer-reviewing their assignments. Educator-to-learner inter-
action (or vice versa, depending on who initiates the interaction) is more purposeful. It may 
involve learners’ questions and educators’ answers to those questions. It may also involve 
educators’ general feedback or comments delivered with the aim of encouraging learners. Fi-
nally, learner-to-public interaction can be characterized as spontaneous commenting, asking 
questions, and reflecting with no specific target in mind. This kind of interaction may be re-
sponded to, either by other learners or by educators. It is the most common form of interaction 
in MOOCs (Khalil & Ebner, 2014). 

Interaction requires a trust-enhancing environment since interacting with strangers in 
MOOCs implies some level of vulnerability when compared with interacting in a familiar envi-
ronment, for example, in a classroom (Hollenbeck et al., 2011). Effective interaction in MOOCs 
also requires good written communication skills (Lin et al., 2008) and participatory literacy 
skills (Beaven et al., 2014). Participatory literacy skills refer to learners’ ability to contribute to 
interaction, which means that such skills rely on creativity, reasoning, focus, critical thinking 
and analysis, and the capacity to network. Learners’ mother tongue influences their confidence 
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levels with regard to expressing themselves in a foreign language (Kop, 2011). Furthermore, it 
may prove challenging to keep up to date with the ongoing interaction in MOOCs due to the 
“massive” number of learners enrolled (Liyanagunawardena et al., 2013). However, interaction 
can also result in fun, entertainment, a social experience, intellectual stimulation, and the pos-
sibility to express oneself (Khalil & Ebner, 2014). It helps learners to develop their ideas and 
construct their own knowledge. 

Learner-to-learner interaction facilitates the application of learning of existing knowledge 
by introducing real-world examples of the subject at hand (Peltier et al., 2005). La Pointe and 
Gunawarndena’s (2004) study indicates that learner-to-learner interaction has a greater impact 
on learning outcomes than, for instance, teaching style. Being assigned to smaller discussion 
groups (Davis et al., 2018; Hollenbeck et al., 2011; Lee & Martin, 2017) and being encouraged to 
follow specific learners (Khalil & Ebner, 2014) may foster learner-to-learner interaction. A sense 
of familiarity and a feeling of belonging to a community stimulate both interaction and learn-
ing (Cheung et al., 2008). Yet, certain factors may hinder learner-to-learner interaction, includ-
ing other learners’ lack of commitment to the process and the asynchronous environment that 
characterizes MOOCs (Salmon et al., 2017). Learners may proceed at their own pace rather than 
at the recommended study pace, which makes it hard to interact with other learners who are 
at another stage of the course. Other barriers to interaction include learners’ lack of time and 
the decision to focus on other course content rather than on the interaction itself (Fung, 2004).

Purarjomandlangrudi et al. (2016, p. 270) state that educator-to-learner interaction “is very 
important to nurture students’ interest in the course contents and stimulating their motiva-
tion of learning.” Educator-to-learner interaction is enhanced by easy access to the educator 
(Hollenbeck et al., 2011). It also has the greatest influence on learner satisfaction in relation 
to MOOCs (Khalil & Ebner, 2014). Indeed, timely and substantive educator input gives rise to 
a greater contribution from learners (Cheung et al., 2008; Wise et al., 2006). However, the de-
gree of educators’ moderation must be carefully considered. Too much intervention may stifle 
learners’ ability to freely express their thoughts and opinions (An et al., 2009). It is also diffi-
cult for educators to interact with a large number of learners. One suggestion for overcoming 
such issues is to employ trained teaching assistants to help with the task (Hew & Cheung, 2014; 
Khalil & Ebner, 2014). 

3. Interaction and engagement 
Learners’ motivation to participate in MOOCs may stem from curiosity, enjoyment, or the de-
sire for professional development and career advancement (Breslow et al., 2013; Salmon et al., 
2017). Their motivation could be intrinsic or extrinsic (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2000), 
although learners typically exhibit a combination of motivations. Ryan and Deci (2000, p. 54) 
claim that “intrinsic motivation remains an important construct, reflecting the natural hu-
man propensity to learn and assimilate,” as doing so is interesting and enjoyable. However, 
an extrinsically motivated learner wants to achieve a goal in order to gain an external reward 
(Salmon et al., 2017). For example, a points system for high-quality learner contributions (Coet-
zee et al., 2014) or a participation grade for interaction (Lee & Martin, 2017) may be assigned 
in MOOCs.  

Learners’ motivation and engagement are very important in a learning context since they 
can influence learners’ retention, learning, test scores, and completion rate (Lee & Martin, 
2017). The self-determination theory (SDT) of motivation explains learners’ engagement (Deci 
& Ryan, 1985; Hew, 2016; Ryan & Deci, 2000). The constructs that underpin the theory can be 
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integrated into social cognitive contexts such as MOOCs (Zhou, 2016). Based on the tenets of 
SDT, all individuals possess three fundamental psychological needs that move them to act (or 
otherwise). The three needs are the needs for autonomy, relatedness, and competence. Satisfy-
ing these three needs positively influences learners’ engagement (Hew, 2016). 

In general, engagement is a multidimensional concept that can be expressed in different 
ways (Antonaci et al., 2019; Hew, 2016). According to Antonaci et al. (2019, p. 175), engagement 
can be perceived “as the degree to which the learners are involved in online activities and in-
teract, communicate with others (mediators and peers).” Interaction in MOOCs serves to keep 
learners engaged, meaning that they dedicate time, energy, thought, and effort to further 
learning activities (see also Panigrahi et al., 2018). Figure 1 presents the initial framework of 
learners’ interaction, illustrating the tenets of SDT that influence learners’ engagement. In this 
study, we are particularly interested in the type of engagement that manifests as active partic-
ipation in online communication with others using the platform, and thus, the term engage-
ment is here understood to refer to the degree to which learners interact.

Figure 1: The initial framework of learners’ interaction in MOOCs

Autonomy refers to individuals’ freedom of choice with regard to their actions (Deci & Ryan, 
1985). Individuals need to feel free to act voluntarily, which means that they must not feel as 
if they are being forced to act. Lee and Martin (2017, p. 151) state that “when a student feels 
controlled by external factors, the level of intrinsic motivation is undermined.” However, in an 
online environment, learners must be autonomous or self-directed if they are to be capable of 
learning independently (Bawa, 2016), which may represent a challenge in relation to MOOCs 
(Kop, 2011). Autonomy does not imply that guidance from, for example, the educators run-
ning a course, is not required at all (Hew, 2016). Learners may not know how to proceed with 
learning a subject. In such situations, learner autonomy is best achieved by educators acting 
as guides or as resources. Even mandatory assignments and interaction may support learning 
(An et al., 2009; Cheung et al., 2008). Providing learners with options within a course may also 
support their need for autonomy (Lee & Martin, 2017). Optional readings, flexible deadlines, 
learner-selected learning pathways, and proposed alternatives to course assignments are some 
examples of such choices (Bonk et al., 2018). In the end, achieving success in MOOCs involves 
striking the right balance between providing guidance and instruction and fostering learners’ 
sense of autonomy (Beaven et al., 2014).
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Relatedness refers to individuals’ need to connect with other people, for instance, with 
their fellow learners and educators (Deci & Ryan, 1985). A sense of relatedness can be influ-
enced, for example, by the degree of familiarity between participating individuals (Cheung et 
al., 2008; Lee & Martin, 2017). This represents a particular dilemma for MOOCs, as the partici-
pating learners are particularly numerous and dispersed. Consequently, educators must deter-
mine how to strengthen the feeling of relatedness and familiarity among MOOC participants 
(Kop, 2011). For instance, where possible, the establishment and facilitation of face-to-face 
study groups may strengthen learners’ sense of relatedness (Chen & Chen, 2015). 

Competence refers to individuals’ need to master and control their endeavors, for instance, 
their learning (Deci & Ryan, 1985). According to Hew (2016), competence provides the basis for 
engagement in, for example, a course, because it is reasonable to assume that a sense of mas-
tery regarding a topic encourages learners to further participate in course activities (see also 
Cheung et al., 2008). Such a sense of mastery also includes the ability to utilize resources and 
opportunities within MOOCs as well as to view them critically in order to “appropriate them 
and redesign them” (Kop, 2011, p. 33), or in other words, to learn from them.        

4. Methodology
Reich (2015) argues for the need to reboot the research concerning MOOCs, suggesting that 
research should move away from the use of large quantitative datasets of a descriptive nature 
and toward approaches and data that allow for an understanding of, for example, learning. 
Maxwell (1996) explains that a qualitative approach is particularly suitable when the purpose 
of a given study is to understand the meaning that informants attribute to events, situations, 
and actions. Thus, since our aim is to explore learners’ experiences, interactions, and views on 
enhancing interaction, we have chosen to apply a qualitative research approach.

A wide variety of strategies and methods are available for collecting and analyzing em-
pirical data during qualitative research (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996). The use of interviews as a 
data collection tool is common, and interviews can have different levels of structures (Eriksson 
& Kovalainen, 2016; Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). Qualitative research does not aim to achieve 
statistical generalization. Therefore, identifying informants to participate in the research is a 
purposeful process rather than a random one, meaning that the appropriateness of the data 
and access to informants are central issues (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2016). The informants 
chosen for this study were assessed to have rich experiences and insights related to the focal 
course, which should enable sufficient depth in terms of the analysis and also provide good 
opportunities to learn about the phenomenon of interest. The chosen informants were all local 
students, which enabled the interviews to be conducted on a face-to-face basis. 

Kuzel (1992) recommends that six to eight interviews be conducted in research studies in 
which the population of informants is homogenous and the research objective is not to look 
for disconfirming evidence or to try to maximize variation. Moreover, saturation is typically 
considered to be a key criterion when determining whether further data collection is neces-
sary in qualitative research (Saunders et al., 2018). In line with these recommendations, we 
conducted semi-structured, in-depth interviews with eight students from Hanken School of 
Economics who participated in and completed the “Principles of Service Management” MOOC. 
The interviews lasted from one to one-and-a-half hours. We ended our sampling when we de-
termined that further interviews would not significantly contribute to new understandings of 
the concepts of interest. In addition to the interviews, the description of the MOOC was sup-
plemented by course statistics and course feedback, which served as additional data sources.
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Demographic data concerning the informants are summarized in Table 1. The main inter-
view themes dealt with the informants’ goals and motivations in relation to participating in 
the focal MOOC, their experience of interaction and their own activity, and finally, the factors 
that influence their interaction behavior as well as how the interaction might be enhanced in 
MOOCs (organized around the needs for autonomy, relatedness, and competence, as the initial 
framework). The interviews were transcribed, and a content analysis was performed to summa-
rize the informants’ answers (Tesch, 1990). The utilized coding technique can be described as 
both theory- and data-driven technique (Saunders et al., 2019). The initial coding was guided 
by the pre-developed main themes, which were derived from the theoretical framework. More 
fine-grained sub-categories, which were derived from the interview answers, were created 
during the subsequent stage of analysis, resulting in an elaboration of the initial framework. 
The present researchers analyzed the data both individually and jointly, thereby increasing the 
consistency of the interpretations and enabling the triangulation of the findings.

Table 1: Informants’ demographic data

GENDER AGE MAJOR SUBJECT LEVEL

Informant A Female 21 years Marketing Bachelor, 2nd year

Informant B Female 20 years Marketing Bachelor, 2nd year

Informant C Male 23 years Marketing Bachelor, 2nd year

Informant D Female 22 years Marketing Master, 1st year

Informant E Female 21 years Marketing Bachelor, 3rd year

Informant F Female 22 years Marketing Master, 1st year

Informant G Male 21 years Marketing Bachelor, 3rd year

Informant H Male 24 years Marketing Bachelor, 3rd year

4.1 Principles of Service Management MOOC
Hanken School of Economics launched its first marketing-related MOOC, “Principles of Service Man-
agement,” in October 2018 on the online social learning platform FutureLearn. FutureLearn is a major 
European learning platform, with a wide variety of courses available and millions of users worldwide. 
The course focused on the management of service firms, both traditional service firms and goods manu-
facturing firms intending to transform their business into a service business. It explored the latest thinking 
in the field of service management, which covers a service-centric perspective on marketing and man-
agement. The course content included topics such as value creation, profitability in customer relations, 
productivity in the service industry, brand and promise management, and internal marketing. Learners 
engaged with the subject through short lectures, articles, assignments, discussions, training quizzes, and 
final tests. All the course material was adapted for use on both mobile devices and computers.

The course was scheduled to run for seven weeks, with an estimated workload of three 
hours per week. It was open to learners worldwide as well as being part of a marketing course 
for students of Hanken School of Economics. The course was free to participate in, although 
a fee (of €64) was charged to learners who wanted to upgrade, which entitled them to, for 
example, a certificate of achievement. Students of Hanken School of Economics received one 
credit unit (from a total of four) for the MOOC part of the marketing course, although other 
learners did not earn any credit units for participating in the MOOC. Instead, a certificate was 
offered as proof of achievement. The focal MOOC can be characterized as predominantly con-
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tent-based, but the format also enabled interaction among a heterogeneous group of learners 
through possibilities to comment and discuss the presented topics as well as to use other so-
cial-media-style interactive functions such as liking inputs from other learners and following 
other participants’ profiles. During the course, interaction was voluntary and did not give, for 
example, any activity points.  

4.2 Social features of the platform
The MOOCs available via FutureLearn are structured into weeks and then into steps within each 
week. The recommendation is for learners to proceed according to the weeks and the logical 
orders of the steps, although doing so is not mandatory. Learners are encouraged to engage 
in discussions and to leave comments, either spontaneously or in answer to a request by ed-
ucators. Each step has a dedicated discussion forum that is organized as a social-media-like 
thread, which enables learners to scroll up and down to read the comments (see Figure 2).

Figure 2: The social features of FutureLearn
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Learners can post their own comment and/or like and reply to other participants’ (i.e., both 
learners and educators) posts. Learners are also able to follow other participants. Through the 
following option, learners can opt to view only those comments posted by participants they 
follow.  

4.3 Statistics and feedback
In total, 1,233 learners from 129 countries enrolled in the focal MOOC, of whom 965 viewed at 
least one of the steps (lectures, articles, discussions, etc.) during the first week of the course. The 
number of learners who completed at least one of the steps during the first week was 607. Table 2 
presents statistics concerning the course and the progression of activities over the seven weeks. 

Table 2: Statistics concerning learners and their activities during the course

WEEK 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 DESCRIPTION

Learners visiting 
steps

965 355 267 237 201 172 164 Learners who have visited at 
least one step

Active learners 607 295 239 211 178 154 138 Learners who have 
completed at least one step 

Social learners 270 68 49 32 31 24 21 Learners who have posted 
at least one comment on 
any step

Active learners/
social learners

44.48 23.05 20.50 15.17 17.42 15.58 15.22 Ratio (%) of active learners 
who are also social learners

Visited steps 6,761 3,054 3,116 2,611 2,203 1,915 2,179 Total number of steps visited 
by learners

Average visited 
steps per 
learner

7.01 8.60 11.67 11.02 10.96 11.13 13.29 Averaged against the number 
of learners visiting

Completed 
steps

5,312 2,667 2,807 2,369 1,998 1,752 1,967 Total number of steps 
completed by learners

Average 
completed steps 
per learner

8.75 9.04 11.74 11.23 11.22 11.38 14.25 Averaged against the number 
of active learners 

Comments 645 169 110 59 72 42 39 The total number of com-
ments posted by learners on 
any step

Average 
comments per 
learner

2 2 2 1 2 1 1 Averaged against the number 
of social learners

The above statistics clearly indicate the principal problems associated with MOOCs. The attri-
tion rate for the course was high. The number of learners visiting and completing steps de-
creased more rapidly at the beginning of the course and then stabilized at the end. The total 
number of steps visited and completed displayed the same progression. In the end, 80 learners 
completed the course (upgraded to the certificate), while an additional 82 learners finished 
more than 90 percent of the course. Given that 965 learners started the course, the completion 
rate was just 8.3 percent.

The statistics also indicate the need to elaborate further on the strategies that could serve 
to enhance learners’ interaction and discussion. The ratio between the active learners and the 
social learners decreased from 45.5 percent during the first week to 15.2 percent during the final 
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week of the course. In light of the statistics, the first week can be seen as exceptional, as the 
students were encouraged to introduce themselves, which resulted in more comments being 
left during that week. However, during the later weeks, only roughly 15 percent of learners were 
contributing to the interaction and discussion, while about 85 percent were passive lurkers. 
The numbers roughly follow the 90–9–1 principle, despite being slightly higher. The number 
of comments decreased from 645 in the first week to 39 in the final week, as learners dropped 
out of the course. The learners seemed to show signs of fatigue, as the average number of com-
ments posted by the social learners decreased from two to one during the course. The drop in 
the ratio of active learners who were also social learners confirms this assumption. 

However, the responses received through the end-of-course survey indicated that the 
learners were very pleased with the course. Of the 77 learners who took part in the survey, 49 
percent reported that the course exceeded their expectations, while 50 percent state that it met 
their expectations. The majority (97 percent) of respondents were of the opinion that they had 
gained new knowledge and skills by taking the course, and 66 percent had started to apply 
their new knowledge and skills after finishing the course.

  
5. Results and discussion
This section presents an analytical discussion of our empirical findings concerning the fac-
tors that either enhance or hinder interactive behavior in MOOCs. We categorize the factors 
into two types, namely personal and environmental factors (see, e.g., Panigrahi et al., 2018). 
Personal factors relate to the learner as an individual, and they may influence the learner’s in-
teraction behavior. These personal factors are within the control of the learner. Environmental 
factors relate to the structures and activities within MOOCs, which means that they are beyond 
the learner’s control, although they are more manageable from the course-design and educa-
tor perspectives. 

The factors that either hinder or facilitate interaction, as derived from the empirical ac-
counts, are discussed in relation to the initial conceptual framework comprising learners’ au-
tonomy, relatedness, and competence needs as motivations.

5.1 Personal factors
The interviews particularly highlighted the following personal factors as being influential in 
terms of interaction in MOOCs:

1. Reward
2. (Online) personality
3. Expectations 
4. Social learning
5. Learning from practice

5.1.1 Reward
The learners’ discussions regarding the reasons to participate in the interactive aspects of 
MOOCs largely revolved around the “carrot and stick” concept. The informants considered that 
some kind of (extrinsic) reward should be provided in return for interaction activity, either in 
the form of optional activity points (see also Lee & Martin, 2017) or some other type of endorse-
ment. 

Bonus points are always bonus points. You can choose whether you want to do the assignment or 
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not (Informant D).  
The informants were generally not in favor of compulsory commenting and discussing. 

In other words, they did not want learners to be forced to interact in order to receive activity 
points. However, they did recognize that it could represent an effective means of increasing 
activity in practice. 

To force someone to do something is never fine, although I can see the point of it. If it is not manda-
tory [to interact], it is possible that no one will participate. It isn’t great if some participate but others 
do not. So, I can understand and see the point of forcing students (Informant C).

As An et al., (2009) state, interaction in an online environment generally appears to not 
happen voluntarily. Being assigned direct questions and peer-reviews, among other things, 
were mentioned by the informants as motivating. 

It’s better to ask directly or to give an assignment instead of waiting for students’ spontaneous 
comments. Then it’s easier to contribute (Informant A).

Offering rewards in an attempt to prompt learners to interact is, on the one hand, a means 
of providing autonomy as well as additional options for participants to learn in the way they 
desire. For some, it may also relate to the need for competence, as rewards represent an ac-
knowledgment of a learner’s input. On the other hand, the informants acknowledged that the 
realities of autonomy sometimes resulted in students doing the minimum required of them, 
rather than utilizing the features and learning possibilities that are purely optional. Therefore, 
the provision of rewards such as bonus points could serve to promote interaction without re-
ducing autonomy. 

2.1.2 (Online) personality
Learners have different personalities and exhibit different degrees of introversion and ex-
troversion, which influences their interaction behavior. Learners also have different learning 
preferences (e.g., learning by reading, listening, discussing, etc.). According to the informants, 
their interaction behavior in the focal MOOC was, in many cases, roughly equivalent to their 
interaction behavior during, for example, a classroom discussion. 

I prefer to listen to other people and to learn from reading. I didn’t participate so much in the 
discussions, but that’s also the case in classroom courses (Informant A).

However, an online context may enhance learners’ interaction due to the possibility of be-
ing “anonymous.” An online context also allows for deeper reflection because, for example, 
commenting does not have to be as spontaneous as it does in a classroom context (Pena-Shaff 
& Nicholls, 2004). Yet, the more anonymous online context was perceived by some informants 
as a “non-community” when compared with a physical classroom filled with friends and ac-
quaintances, which implies a higher threshold for, for instance, proactively initiating a discus-
sion. The informants also reflected on the way they perceived themselves as well as how their 
competence would come across to other learners:

When you were asked to comment on your main learnings, you were afraid to reveal if you had 
misunderstood something or to write something that wasn’t relevant (Informant G).

Moreover, some informants who regarded themselves as “spectators” rather than as ac-
tive discussants felt that this was also their role in social media more generally, although 
they still did not consider themselves to be particularly introverted, as the following quote 
illustrates.

Now I’m sounding like a really asocial person, but I’m just not very interactive in any online 
environment, unlike in real life (Informant H).
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This indicates that sociality may be reflected in different forms of expressions online than 
offline.

Thanks to their mass scale and relative anonymity, MOOCs – perhaps even more so than 
regular classroom settings – enable learners to adopt different social positions among their 
fellow learners, ranging from active discussants to passive lurkers or independent course 
accomplishers. For the sake of meeting the need for autonomy, providing learners with the 
possibility to choose how social they want to be (or which particular discussions they want to 
participate in) is beneficial. 

Personality aspects as well as how a given participant feels about fitting in with the social 
context of the MOOC can also be related to the need for competence, as manifested in the 
option to either share one’s knowledge or withhold one’s viewpoints due to a sense of uncer-
tainty and insecurity. Overcoming this type of issue, together with fostering a sense of related-
ness and community among participants in an effort to create an inclusive social atmosphere, 
constitutes a challenge for MOOC designers and instructors.

2.1.3 Expectations
Learners have different reasons and expectations when enrolling in MOOCs (Breslow et al., 
2013; Salmon et al., 2017). Their reasons for participation may, for example, be utilitarian or 
social. The informants’ expectations were more closely related to the subject and the content 
of the course, while the possibility of enhancing their business-related communication and 
interaction skills and of strengthening their social presence was less explicitly considered. 
Thus, the MOOC managed to more clearly address the needs for autonomy and competence 
than the need for relatedness. Rather than relying on learners’ self-direction, a clear state-
ment from educators as to what learners are supposed to do and learn in MOOCs would 
prove useful and help to fulfill the need for competence.   

2.1.4 Social learning
Peer interaction encourages the sharing and construction of knowledge. Following the on-
line interactions was considered to be interesting and fruitful, since fellow learners from 
different backgrounds and cultures provided reflections, insights, and practical experiences 
from which the informants felt they learned. 

It was more interesting when they [the other learners] came from all over the world. It was enjoy-
able to read different points of view from students from different places and cultures (Informant B).

The observation of other learners’ contributions also confirmed the students’ own ideas, 
thereby linking to the need for competence. In this sense, interaction appears to be a sig-
nificant learning element not only in terms of an individual’s own participation but also in 
relation to learning from others’ interactions (Davis et al., 2018; Lin et al., 2008), particularly 
if learners perceive that the discussions are at an advanced level.  

During the interviews, social learning nevertheless appeared to be a somewhat underuti-
lized opportunity, which was only identified in retrospect. This indicates the importance of 
also “marketing” a MOOC from the perspective of highlighting the possibilities offered by 
the heterogeneous social network it draws on.

Social learning improves learners’ competence. More specifically, fellow learners’ reflec-
tions and practical examples from their backgrounds can foster learning and inspire, for 
example, commenting. Interesting reflections and examples tend to trigger interaction. 
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It was interesting to read others’ comments. They could present viewpoints that you hadn’t even 
reflected upon (Informant E).

In hindsight, one learner pondered on the learning opportunities that the breadth of the 
MOOC participants offered. 

You could make more use of the participants and the work experience they have, almost like mini 
guest lectures (Informant F).

Thus, MOOCs can provide a setting in which to develop the business-related skills of 
interaction and networking, thereby answering the need for competence. Reading others’ 
comments and following the discussions also generate a sense of relatedness. Fellow learners 
become more familiar through interaction, and it represents a starting point for extending 
the social network. In the case of the informants of the present study, social learning also 
extended to the offline context, since they studied the online modules or discussed the as-
signments with local fellow learners outside the MOOC. 

We had a group chat with my friends [who also took the course], but not with anyone random 
(Informant H).

The MOOC functions that enable micro-grouping of this kind could also provide possi-
bilities for similar behavior among participants who lack prior social relationships (see also 
Chen & Chen, 2015). Addressing participants’ need for relatedness can, in other words, be 
approached from the different levels at which social learning takes place.

2.1.5 Learning from practice
The idea of learning from practice refers to an approach whereby the educator illustrates, 
for instance, theoretical assumptions and models with practical examples in order to en-
hance learners’ understanding of the course content. Real-world examples and pragmatism 
in relation to interaction and learning were emphasized in Peltier et al.’s (2005) and Lee and 
Martin’s (2017) studies. The informants in this study believed practical examples to be more 
memorable and to trigger interaction more easily than theoretical content. 

Practical examples inspired more of a discussion. They were easier to assimilate (Informant D).
Linking to practice was good. It was easy to understand and tied it all together (Informant C). 
The informants also considered providing or discussing practical cases to be a low-

er-threshold activity than contributing to conceptual discussions. In such discussions, the 
activity was sometimes held back by learner insecurity with regard to having correctly under-
stood the terms and concepts. Therefore, particularly in relation to addressing learners’ need 
for competence, practice- or experience-oriented discussion assignments could represent 
easy first steps toward more interactive MOOC participation.

However, theoretical reflections may also prove inspiring, for instance, commenting on 
especially controversial and challenging views. The heterogeneity of the participants, con-
sidering their geographical spread and varied professional experience, is also something 
that could be more efficiently and explicitly exploited, both from a social learning perspec-
tive and from a learning-from-practice perspective.  

5.2 Environmental factors
Further analysis of the qualitative data helped to identify environmental factors that the in-
formants perceived to have the potential to increase their participation in interactions dur-
ing the MOOC. These factors, which were more extrinsic to the learner, were:
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1. Educator activity
2. Community
3. Fellow learner activity
4. Platform design
5. Time issues

5.2.1 Educator activity
The interviews identified the importance of the ways in which educators stimulate interaction, 
for example, through the types of discussion questions posed (summarizing learning out-
comes, detailing personal experiences and examples, requesting solutions to managerial di-
lemmas, etc.) to help participants feel sufficiently motivated and confident in their capabilities 
to contribute to group discussions, which is linked to the theoretical notions of autonomy and 
competence that drive the degree to which learners interact.  

You don’t know what to say if everything is unfamiliar and new. You must reflect and almost sleep 
a couple of nights on it (Informant B).

You could ask for subjective views; what one would do in a specific situation (Informant H).   
Interaction is facilitated when educators are accessible and visible (Hollenbeck et al., 2011; 

Khalil & Ebner, 2014). This creates a sense of relatedness. First, all the informants expected 
that their direct questions would be answered. This can be considered an obligation (hygiene 
factor). Furthermore, the informants appreciated it when the educators took the time to com-
ment on their general reflections, since it represented an acknowledgment and gave them con-
firmation that they had correctly understood the content. 

From my point of view, if the educator responded to me and thought that my comments were good, 
it felt like I had said something smart and that I had really succeeded in understanding the topic (In-
formant A).  

This type of guidance also enhances learners’ sense of autonomy. The informants in the 
present study did not expect comments on every general reflection they offered, although 
they recognized that feedback functioned as a motivational factor in relation to continued 
interaction. It is also important for educators to address all learners and to occasionally write 
encouraging posts, for example, to request that learners comment on their fellow students’ 
posts when the interaction activity is declining. The kind of interaction that occurs in MOOCs 
is asynchronous, although the informants suggested that real-time interaction could prove 
motivational and also enhance their social presence. Live webcasts and chats with educators or 
other experts were suggested in the interviews. 

It would have been cool if Professor Grönroos [who was the leading lecturer in the MOOC] could 
also have participated as a moderator in some discussions (Informant E).  

         
5.2.2 Community
Being related to a group or a community influences interaction (Cheung et al., 2008, Lee & 
Martin, 2017). The members of a given community do not have to be personally acquainted 
with each other, although their relatedness is built on the fact of them having something in 
common. In the focal MOOC, the informants felt that relatedness was mostly built on their 
common (professional) interest in the subject as well as on sharing personal experiences with 
each other. This may also be the case in other MOOCs. On the FutureLearn platform, it is pos-
sible to strengthen the MOOC community by following other learners. The informants in this 
study were not aware of this function, but after discussing it, they believed that it could repre-
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sent a means of getting to know each other and growing their social networks. 
It would be relevant. It could increase interaction and offer the possibility to build your own net-

work (Informant C).
You could notice that some people are very knowledgeable (Informant F).
When developing MOOCs in an increasingly interactive direction, a central challenge 

involves being able to create and foster a sense of community that appeals to participants’ 
need for relatedness. The community must be one that the learner feels eager to connect with. 
Related to the above-mentioned aspects of fostering social learning and educator activity, 
the multifarious and varied knowledge and experiences of MOOC participants represent an 
exceptional basis on which to connect and meet needs that relate to both peers and experts, 
although their usefulness in relation to learners and their needs could be made more clear and 
explicit.

5.2.3 Fellow learner activity 
MOOCs enable social learning, as discussed above, although the informants in this study did 
not regard themselves as contributing to the interaction particularly proactively. Rather, they 
highlighted the usefulness of other learners’ comments and the discussions in general. In this 
sense, social interaction is not only of relevance as a personal factor, since it can be regarded as 
extrinsic to the learner, depending on who the other learners are as well as how they contribute 
and interact with one another. It is notable that the MOOC was not delivered in the informants’ 
mother tongues, which Kop (2011) believes may inhibit interaction. This may have contributed 
to the informants adopting more passive, beneficiary roles. 

However, some learners’ eagerness to comment, discuss, and ask questions often rubs off 
on other learners (Salmon et al., 2017). It creates peer pressure, or inspiration, to interact and 
to be part of a hot topic.

The activity of the other students is important. If nobody is active, you don’t see any reason to be 
active yourself. Participation has a snowball effect (Informant C).

If you can see ten comments in the forum, it inspires you to comment, too. But if you are the only 
one commenting, you’ll stop rather quickly. It creates peer pressure (Informant D). 

Active topics respond to the need for relatedness or to feel part of an important conversa-
tion with others. As the informants stated that they learned from their fellow learners’ reflec-
tions and experiences, the absence of interaction negatively affects learning. However, even a 
passive participant could benefit from others’ interactions.

If you saw a professor from another university who was very active, it was smart to follow them. Or 
a practitioner who had a lot of counterarguments, now that’s interesting. The people who made good 
points, you’d want to follow them (Informant G).

This kind of learning from other, more accomplished participants represents a particular 
way of fulfilling the need for relatedness.

5.2.4 Platform design
The quote for Informant G in the previous section also highlights how the social media style of 
platform design may enhance both interaction and networked learning. On the FutureLearn 
platform, the discussion forums are already organized in the same way as social media threads, 
and functions such as liking and following are included. Several informants suggested that 
gamification elements could also be added in order to increase interaction, as previously sug-
gested by Coetzee et al. (2014). For example, publishing a “top scorer” list of contributors or a 
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“trending discussion” topic could inspire learners to interact more. Endorsements such as likes 
may also motivate some learners or at least enhance their learning experience through serving 
as an entertaining extra. Endorsements also foster relatedness in the form of belonging to a 
specific, active group of course participants. 

Another suggestion was to recommend that learners add a photo to their profiles. Cur-
rently, doing so is an optional function on FutureLearn. This type of course design detail could 
also enhance learners’ perceptions of relatedness and familiarity.

5.2.5 Time issues
Prior studies have suggested that a lack of time hinders interaction (Fung, 2004). For students 
who are more driven by the motivation to achieve fast and efficient course completion, learn-
ing through discussion and interaction is less of a priority. Another time-related aspect con-
cerns the asynchronous nature of MOOCs. While flexibility in terms of the pace of study repre-
sents an appreciated advantage of MOOCs from a more individual learning perspective, it has 
a downside from the social pedagogical perspective. The informants in this study found it to 
be somewhat problematic to interact and to utilize discussions pedagogically when they were 
all at different stages of the course. For instance, one informant stated that she did not see it as 
worthwhile to add to a three-week-old discussion or to leave a question hanging when most 
other learners had moved on from the topic. The third aspect concerning time is the length of 
the course, as a noticeable decrease in interaction activity was seen toward the end of the focal 
MOOC. These time-related challenges thus restrict the realization of autonomy and also limit 
learners’ ability to connect with others. As a result, managing the timing of activities within a 
MOOC represents a particular challenge for course designers and instructors. Educators could 
require less open interaction and instead focus on applying course concepts within the online 
classroom. Setting objectives for the interaction is also a valid option.

Figure 3 summarizes our findings by displaying the personal and environmental factors 
found to influence learners’ degree of interaction in MOOCs.

Figure 3: A framework summarizing the factors influencing learners’ interaction in MOOCs

6. Practical implications for MOOC design
This study has identified a number of factors that influence learners’ participation in inter-
actions and discussions within MOOCs. This section provides some suggestions for planners 
and educators in terms of enhancing interaction among learners in MOOCs. These practical 
implications have been derived from the findings of the study. 
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• Reward: Interaction in MOOCs could generally rely on a points system for high-quality 
contributions, thereby providing extrinsic motivation. Another suggestion is to encour-
age learners to actively endorse (e.g., like) their fellow learners’ contributions. Gamifica-
tion makes it more fun, engaging, and rewarding to contribute to a course, even if not all 
learners are strongly driven by it. 

• Assigned interaction: Assigned tasks prompt learners to reflect on the course content 
and so enhance their learning. Direct questions, blogs, and peer-reviews are examples of 
assigned tasks that help to increase interaction activity. It is important that the assigned 
tasks are valued and perceived as interesting and useful by the learners. The assigned tasks 
may also be personalized, which means that the learners may be given different options 
to complete their assignments. However, some assigned tasks may need to accommodate 
the projected pacing of the course. For instance, peer-reviewing requires that the assign-
ment is finished before it can be reviewed and feedback can be provided. 

• Making competence visible: Educators should pay particular attention to the ways in 
which learners are prompted to comment, as well as to what types of inputs are invited 
from them, in order to lower the threshold for taking part, reduce feelings of insecurity, 
and make students feel they have the knowledge and perspectives to enhance the broader 
accumulated understanding that is formed through interaction. While discussions 
concerning theoretical concepts are important, students welcome discussions about, 
for example, concrete experiences and applied problem solving, that is, questions with 
less expectations regarding “correct” answers or understanding. This would also serve to 
enhance the utilization of the international and cross-sectoral experience base formed 
among participants and so help to make the most of the particular characteristics of 
MOOCs when compared with other courses.

• Educator resources: Educators taking the time to address questions and provide feedback 
on, for example, learners’ comments is appreciated in relation to MOOCs, as it confirms 
the learners’ thoughts and reflections. However, it is impossible for educators to interact 
with a huge number of learners. One solution is to engage trained teaching assistants to 
monitor and moderate interactions, provide supplemental tutoring, and offer help via 
sub-forums dedicated to frequently asked questions.   

• Live webcasts or chats: The informants in this study mentioned that live webcasts or chats 
could help to foster a sense of relatedness as well as to enable the emergence of knowl-
edge and understanding through “discussing your way forward” in a manner that is closer 
to more spontaneous and low-threshold classroom discussions than the written discus-
sion threads typical in the MOOC. During such interactions, learners could participate in 
discussions led by educators and other expert guests, preferably via all types of electronic 
devices. Live interactions, however, would pose certain difficulties in relation to accom-
modating learners from all time zones.

• To follow: On the FutureLearn platform, it is possible to follow other learners. This fea-
ture enables community building, and learners could be encouraged to actively build 
their social networks by following their fellow learners. This mechanism could be better 
communicated to MOOC participants as a learning tool that allows them to utilize the 
competence of participants with high-quality profiles.  

• Practice-centric social learning: Their level of knowledge about the subject in question 
determines whether learners contribute or not to, for example, online discussions. Thus, 
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learning is promoted when simple-to-understand explanations and shared experiences 
support it. According to this study, fellow learners’ reflections, as based on their prac-
tical experiences, trigger interaction, especially if they are controversial. Therefore, this 
activity should be encouraged. Interaction helps learners to develop their own reflections, 
express themselves, and establish a social presence. 

• Business skills: Learners have different reasons for participating in MOOCs. According 
to the present study, learners may not realize that MOOCs provide the opportunity to 
develop their interaction and networking skills. One suggestion here is to highlight this 
aspect of MOOCs to the participants and encourage them to take advantage of the possi-
bility, in addition to focusing on improving knowledge regarding the subject.

7. Contributions, limitations, and future research directions
The aim of this study was to explore how interaction, which is known to improve learners’ en-
gagement, learning experience, and acquisition of necessary business skills, can be enhanced 
in a MOOC setting. Our empirical investigation of learners’ experiences of interaction identi-
fied factors that facilitate or hinder interaction at both the personal and environmental levels. 
This study thus advances our understanding of how to transform interaction in MOOCs from 
being an under-utilized course dimension to being a central element in terms of enhancing 
the learning experience. In doing so, the study responds to Bozkurt et al.’s (2017) call for more 
research on the strategies that can enhance interaction in the MOOC context. 

This study offers an elaboration of the SDT of motivation, explaining how the three basic 
needs for autonomy, relatedness, and competence influence learners’ engagement. In the pres-
ent study, engagement is understood as, for example, the degree to which learners interact in 
MOOCs. SDT has previously been used as a theoretical starting point in MOOC-related research 
on engagement (Hew, 2016) and acceptance (Zhou, 2016), although to the best of our knowl-
edge, it has not been specifically used in relation to interaction. The theoretical contribution 
of this study thus lies in this connection, which offers a more nuanced view of what kinds of 
personal and environmental factors facilitate the enabling or restricting of the realization of 
the three types of needs in a MOOC setting. The framework presented in this study provides a 
useful scheme for educators who are interested in enhancing learners’ interaction in MOOCs 
as well as in other online or blended courses. More specifically, suggestions for strategies that 
educators can use in practice are drawn from the study.

The examination of the “Principles of Service Management” MOOC and the in-depth in-
terviews conducted with eight participants highlighted five types of personal factors and five 
types of environmental factors that play a role in encouraging or holding students back from 
interacting in a MOOC context. During the interviews, the informants’ interaction activity was 
discussed at a somewhat general level, and it would be interesting to analyze in more depth 
the content of their interaction, as well as what triggered it, in order to provide an even more 
detailed picture of interactivity. This represents a limitation of the study, although, at the same 
time, it also suggests a possible avenue for future research. Extending the gathered data by fo-
cusing on a more detailed examination of the different types of course participants, for exam-
ple, the particularly active discussants and contributors could help to enrich our conceptual 
understanding even more. Further research is also invited to confirm and further explore the 
personal and environmental factors identified in this study as either enhancing or hindering 
learners’ interaction.

Another limitation of this study concerns the fact that the studied population was rather 



NJB Vol. 69 , No. 3 (Autumn 2020) How Can Interactivity Be Facilitated in a Massive Open Online Course?

43

homogenous. The informants were all Caucasian and they all had a different mother tongue 
than English, which was the language of the focal MOOC. Thus, the language of interaction, 
variance in ethnicity, and cultural differences in terms of the propensity to interact were not ac-
counted for in this study. The individual and behavioral traits that influenced the informants’ 
level of interaction, for example, self-expression, self-efficacy, learning preference, attitude, 
and readiness, were also not in focus during the interviews. Another factor to consider is that 
the informants completed the focal MOOC as part of a (blended) marketing course at Hanken 
School of Economics and not as a free-standing MOOC. This may have impacted the inform-
ants’ answers during the interviews. Despite these limitations, this study contributes to our 
understanding of how to improve online interaction in MOOCs, which should boost learner 
engagement and enhance the learning experience.
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Abstract
In response to recent societal trends and growing demand for online education, several higher 
education institutions are building online curriculums and collaborating in teaching. There is 
an extensive body of literature of student experiences in online teaching, but more research is 
needed on teacher experiences, especially when courses are co-taught across universities. To 
examine the advantages and challenges of co-teaching in large-scale online courses, we col-
lected survey and interview data during 2017-2019 from 16 teachers who have been teaching in 
the national “LITO - basic business studies” online module. Based on a qualitative analysis, the 
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1. Introduction
Higher education is faced with various changes internationally (see e.g. Kennedy et al. 2016; 
Marcelo and Yot-Domínguez 2019), and Finland is no exception in this matter. The measures 
universities take to meet the challenges affect everybody at the university from upper manage-
ment, staff, and faculty to students. In this study, we investigate how teachers experience an 
initiative that aims to tackle both the expectation to offer more online education and national 
expectations regarding collaboration between universities.

The universities in Finland, where this study took place, face new challenges and demands 
due to both external and internal powers. On one hand, there is the internal drive to specialize 
in selected focus areas, and on the other hand, the government urges the universities to differ-
entiate and collaborate1. The roadmap for the national vision in higher education towards 2030 
was published in January 2019 (Ministry of Education and Culture 2019). It emphasizes digitality 
and modularity to enhance the accessibility of higher education. In addition, the roadmap puts 
an emphasis on collaboration in e.g. producing open access materials. 

Universities are also encouraged to enhance their online and distance education. There are 
several reasons behind this. First, students’ expectations regarding higher education are very 
high and somewhat different from previous decades. Most notably, they expect more freedom 
in deciding when and where to study (cf. Tomlinson 2017). Second, universities are encouraged 
to think about how to answer the demand for life-long learning challenges (Laal and Salamati 
2012; Opetus- ja kulttuuriministeriö, 2018). Third, in addition to these demands, the technolo-
gies that are utilized in higher education develop all the time. Technological development opens 
new opportunities, but it also challenges conventional pedagogical methods (Lucas 2016). All in 
all, higher education, in general, is undergoing turbulent times and universities need to adapt 
to the change. 

Finnish business schools have responded to these challenges through a national online 
study module known as “LITO2 - basic business studies” which offers a minor in basic business 
studies to a growing group of university students. The idea for LITO was initiated in 2015 and 
teaching started two years later. The purpose of the LITO study module is to add to the students’ 
work-life skills through a pedagogically solid, scalable online offering. Business studies supple-
ment the know-how developed in the major studies in many other fields, such as engineering, 
social sciences, or medicine. This initiative is also a novel approach to university collaboration 
and an exceptional opportunity for the teachers to co-teach across university boundaries. 

In the 2017-2018 academic year, LITO was launched as a collective effort of ten Finnish univer-
sities. LITO consists of eight online courses (each 5 ECTS3) ranging from marketing to account-
ing and management to business law. All courses are completely online courses. This means that 
teachers and students do not meet face-to-face. All the teaching happens in an online learning 
environment4 that has been acquired specifically for the LITO study module. Therefore, it is not 
tied to any university, but students and teachers can access the environment with the username 
of their own university. 

The decision on how the eight LITO courses are organized in practice is given by teachers 

1  In the Finnish system, the universities are autonomous organisations, yet they receive most of their funding from 
the government. Hence, the government funding scheme has a great impact on what the universities choose to do.
2 The abbreviation LITO is derived from the Finnish name of the study module “Liiketoimintaosaamisen opintoko-
konaisuus”
3 The European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System (ECTS). 5 ECTS course requires approximately 133 hours 
of work.
4 The learning environment is Blackboard Open LMS (Learning Management System)
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who have the responsibility for the pedagogical choices in the courses. The only boundary 
conditions that teachers have are the curriculum of the LITO study module, the time span in 
which the course has to be organized and the requirement of scalability for hundreds – or even 
thousands – of students. Using ideas and concepts of distance education introduced by Moore 
(2013) the implementations of LITO courses vary slightly from each other. Some courses are 
more structured than others in the sense that in some courses, students are totally free to choose 
the order in which they study the course topics, whereas, in some other courses, the structure 
suggests a more uniform advancement from one topic to another. The type of feedback on 
learning students receive, the kind of evaluation used in the course, and the kind of interaction 
that is fostered in the course also vary from course to course. For instance, some courses use 
peer evaluation as the main evaluation method whereas in some other courses, evaluation is 
done solely by the course instructors. In one quantitative course, the course evaluation is based 
mainly on automatically-graded assignments. The requirement of scalability restricts the in-
teraction and dialogue styles between teachers and students that teachers are able to plan in 
their courses (cf. Anderon and Dron 2011). The common feature of all LITO courses is that they 
require a high level of autonomy from the students.

The courses have been running since October 2017 and the number of students has been 
growing. Currently, the average number of students registered for each course is nearly 400, 
and the volume is expected to continue growing steadily5. Thus, there is a need for teaching 
resources, but also for innovative approaches to online co-teaching. Scalability of the courses is 
one of the leading ideas of the study module and hence the teachers need to find pedagogically 
sound methods that scale well. Moreover, the teachers are typically not located in the same city 
but are geographically apart, which adds complexity to their collaboration and interaction. In 
addition to advances in teaching, the success of the national collaboration in university teach-
ing also calls for renewal on the administrative side. Traditionally the administration has been 
organized to support teaching and studying within a single university. Teaching collaboration 
between universities on a larger scale calls for developing the information exchange between 
universities and information systems. 

Universities made the decision on who teaches which course based on the teachers’ ex-
pertise and interest. In this way, universities that were well known for, for instance, marketing 
courses, were able to offer their course also to the students from other universities. In LITO, 25 
teachers are co-teaching online courses in teams of two to five people. In most of the courses, 
the teachers come from two to three different universities. How the teachers structure the 
course and divide the responsibilities is up to the teachers to decide. To our knowledge, even 
though there has been extensive research on online teaching and distance education in gen-
eral, earlier research on teacher experiences on co-teaching in an online learning environment 
is scarce (e.g. Zawacki-Richter et al., 2018, Zheng et al. 2016). However, in order to support the 
development of discipline-based online courses, it is important to understand what the advan-
tages and disadvantages of co-teaching in this specific context are. Thus, the LITO study mod-
ule serves as an interesting context to study co-teaching in an online learning environment 
with a relatively large number of students. More specifically, this study aims to fill the research 
gap mentioned earlier by examining the advantages and challenges of co-teaching in large-scale on-
line courses.

5 Based on student numbers, LITO courses can be categorized as large-scale courses. They are different from 
massive open online courses, where the student numbers may grow to hundreds of thousands (e.g. Zheng 2016). 
However, also LITO courses aim for scalability.
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This paper proceeds as follows. First, we briefly visit the earlier literature on co-teaching 
with the focus on online education. Then we discuss our methodology and proceed to present 
our findings of teacher experiences on online co-teaching, both advantages, and challenges. 
Finally, we give suggestions to online educators and program managers about co-teaching. 
This study contributes to the online co-teaching literature, especially in large-scale courses 
highlighting the importance of the teachers’ experience and demonstrating the variety of nu-
ances invisible to earlier research.

2. Advantages and challenges of co-teaching   
Teachers working together is definitely not a new phenomenon. Several concepts have been 
used to study this, such as teacher collaboration (Vangrieken et al. 2015), team teaching 
(Vesikivi et al. 2019), and co-teaching (Rytivaara and Kershner 2012). Teacher collaboration is 
an umbrella concept covering several aspects of teachers working together, not just teaching. 
For the purpose of this paper, we have focused on co-teaching and define it as two or more 
teachers working together with the students and sharing the work, i.e. planning, organizing, 
delivering, and assessing. However, as we are interested in co-teaching in an online learning 
environment, we departed from several earlier definitions (Bacharach et al. 2008; Bacharach et 
al. 2011; Cook and Friend 1995) that include physical space in their definitions, whereas in our 
study, we looked into online learning environments. Moreover, in our study, co-teaching also 
involves specifically collaboration across universities. These are the two distinctive features of 
the study at hand. Therefore, this study offers new insights into co-teaching in the absence of 
physical proximity between the teachers by highlighting for instance the significance of the 
division of labor. 

Based on teachers’ roles and responsibilities, several co-teaching strategies can be iden-
tified (Bacharach et al. 2008; Cook and Friend 1995). For example, the one teach one observe 
co-teaching strategy means that one teacher has the main teaching responsibilities while the 
other is observing specific behaviors. Close to this is the one teach one drift strategy in which 
the other teacher teaches and the other assists students with their work, monitors behavior, 
or corrects assignments. In the station teaching strategy, the instructional material is divided 
into parts and each teacher teaches one group of students which then rotates from one teacher 
to another. In the parallel teaching strategy, the students are divided into groups and each 
teacher teaches one group with similar instructional material. Supplemental teaching strategy 
conveys that one teacher works with the students on the expected skills level while another 
teacher focuses on those students needing extended or remediated material. The alternative 
or differentiated teaching strategy implies that teachers aim to reach common learning objec-
tives using different approaches, while the team teaching strategy implies that the teachers are 
actively involved in the teaching at the same time with no prescribed division of authority. In 
the team teaching strategy, two or more teachers can also take turns to deliver sessions (Dugan 
and Letterman 2008). This so-called tag rotation approach or what we refer to in this study 
as the theme-based co-teaching strategy allows teachers to align content according to their pro-
fessional expertise and knowledge base (Money and Coughlan 2016). Moreover, these themes 
can be presented not only by teachers but also by guest lecturers and other knowledgeable 
professionals. 

The traditional co-teaching approach perceives teachers basically in two different set-ups: 
either so that one teacher is more knowledgeable on the topic and the other assists, or so that 
one is a general teacher and the other is a specialized teacher (Bacharach et al. 2008). The 
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theme-based co-teaching approach posits teachers either at the same level on the same topic 
or on the same level with different topics or even different disciplines, such as business and 
engineering. Typically, the teachers share the leadership and responsibilities in the classroom 
(Thousand et al. 2006). 

Despite the extensive literature on co-teaching in special education and teacher education, 
little is known about co-teaching in other fields in higher education. Money and Coughlan 
(2016) contributed to filling this gap by examining student experiences on delivery methods 
in computer science. They compared team-taught courses with courses taught by an individual 
teacher and found that individually-taught courses were preferred. The advantages identified 
in individually-taught courses include consistency and continuity of course content and advice 
and familiarity with the teacher’s teaching style. However, the students’ experience was that 
they might be missing out on knowledge in individually-taught courses. Thus, the advantages 
in team taught courses were a greater insight into the topic (Bacharach et al. 2011). However, 
the students identified challenges of overlapping content, conflicting communication regard-
ing assessment, and that the team teachers not taking ownership of the course. Also, Helms et 
al. (2005) found that students may feel uncertainty to know which teacher to contact if needed 
as well as concerns about the disparity in grading.

Earlier research on co-teaching highlights its positive outcomes for teachers. Co-teach-
ing allows teachers to develop their knowledge base, expertise, and pedagogical skills. The 
teachers may see the teaching through the learner’s eyes and avoid repetitive, isolated, and 
sometimes insecure solo teaching experiences. Teaching together may build collegial relation-
ships, foster mutual respect, and in the case of interdisciplinary teaching, gain new insights, 
and build bridges across disciplines. Thus, co-teaching allows the teachers to grow profes-
sionally (Vesikivi et al. 2019; Bacharach et al. 2008; Thousand et al. 2006). More specifically, 
it has been reported that co-teaching in an online environment helps to meet the needs of 
the online learners in a more timely and efficient manner, and provides greater satisfaction to 
both students and teachers. Competent co-teachers can complement each other and provide 
students with greater insight and opportunity to view topics from different perspectives. Also, 
co-teaching may help in giving more in-depth feedback to the students (Scribner-MacLean and 
Miller 2011). The challenges faced when teaching together are not so well reported, noting that 
team teaching requires teamwork skills and more planning than individually-taught courses 
(Baeten and Simons 2014; Helms et al. 2005).

3. Evolving online education
Online education is a rising trend. Around one-third of higher education students have taken 
at least one online course and the trend is growing (Allen and Seaman 2017; Best Colleges 
2019). As the European Union and the Finnish Ministry of Education and Culture are encourag-
ing universities to plan education for lifelong learning purposes, the same trend is expected to 
continue in Finland (Ministry of Education and Culture 2019).

Anderson and Dron (2011) describe how distance education has evolved from postal cor-
respondence to mass-media-generated content to interactive online learning. Indeed, techno-
logical changes have been a great driver for distance education and contemporary technolo-
gies allow us to use technology for intelligent and flexible learning. Also, the pedagogy and 
learning designs within distance education have evolved, transforming online education from 
cognitive-behaviorist pedagogy into constructivist and even connectivist pedagogy. The cog-
nitive-behaviorist pedagogy of distance education emphasizes the personal construction of 
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knowledge. Learning is seen as measurable changes in knowledge and behaviors. The locus of 
control is the teacher and the instructional design stresses clearly defined learning objectives 
that exist apart from the learner and the context of the study. Learning activities include indi-
vidual activities such as reading and watching and evaluation is based on what can be recalled, 
for example, in form of a quiz or exam. Scalability of such courses is high as many of the as-
signments can be prepared in advance and feedback can be automated. This kind of pedagogy 
that focuses on individual learning is useful when online education is independent of place 
and time. Students can progress at their own pace and receive feedback once the assignments 
have been completed. 

The constructivist pedagogy of distance education is based on social constructionism and 
it focuses on the social construction of knowledge. Teachers are not the locus of control, rather 
they act as an instructor, coach, or learning facilitator. The students are not seen as passive 
recipients of knowledge but actively engaged knowledge creators. New knowledge is seen 
to build on earlier knowledge, thus having an individual meaning. Learning activities often 
include group-based discussions, construction, and creations through which students reflect 
on their learning based on their readings and peer discussions. The focus in evaluation is on 
how knowledge is created and methods such as essays or diaries are used. The scalability of 
constructivist online courses is low (Anderon and Don 2011), as there may be more than one 
correct answer but the interest in evaluation is in structures, arguments, and representation 
of knowledge. 

The aim of the connectivist pedagogy of distance education is to include technology and 
connection making as learning activities. By doing this, the learning moves into the digital 
age, where information is plentiful (Siemens 2005). The learner’s role is to have the capacity to 
find and apply knowledge where and when it is needed - not to memorize (Anderson and Dron 
2011). Connectivist learning pedagogy stresses informal learning as a significant aspect of the 
learning experience, thus learning is seen as occurring in a variety of ways over the learner’s life 
(Siemens 2005). Teachers’ role shifts towards being a collaborator who creates the content of 
the study with the learners (Anderon and Dron 2011). The connectivist pedagogy sees learners 
as active and engaged in learning and expects enough autonomy and self-control to work in 
connectivist learning environments (Kop and Hill 2008). 

All three generations of pedagogies are present nowadays, but the adoption of a certain 
pedagogy or a combination of pedagogies affects the way online courses are planned, taught, 
and assessed (Anderson and Dron 2011). For instance, a loose course structure that allows 
students to study the course topics in the order they want gives more freedom for individual 
students but makes it more challenging for a teacher to initiate and facilitate various dialogue 
styles. Peer discussions, for example, are challenging if students are studying the course topics 
in a different order. Thus, choosing between the preferred pedagogical approach and course 
design is a balancing act where the pressure of scalability and the freedom that students ex-
pect to have when studying may have a strong effect on the actualized course design. The LITO 
teachers had the freedom to apply whichever pedagogy, or combination of pedagogies, they 
felt were the most appropriate for their own course. The quality of teaching was assured by 
emphasizing the relevance of intended learning outcomes and content to the target audience, 
the importance of constructive alignment in course planning, and monitoring the student 
feedback and course completion rates.

Both the pedagogy and the number of students affect the role of teachers (Lowenthal 
et al. 2018). When student numbers get very high or even massive, it is impractical to work 
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alone, even if this has been typical in traditional lecture-based teaching. Indeed, when teach-
ing large-scale courses, the teachers may face multiple challenges that scale-up compared to 
traditional teaching. For example, Zheng et al. (2016), interviewed 14 instructors from massive 
open online courses (MOOCs) and found five key challenges associated with MOOCS: logistical 
complexities collaborative work; scaling to meet expectations; extreme criticism, and reputa-
tion risk; and insufficient support. Whereas the focus of our study was on large-scale courses, 
it can be assumed that the same themes will occur, but on a smaller scale.

Based on the earlier research there is an understanding of co-teaching in the physical class-
room setting (Bacharach et al. 2011), however, not so much in online settings. Moreover, con-
temporary attempts to foster collaboration between universities is not studied in a co-teach-
ing setting - to our knowledge. Thus, more knowledge is needed about teachers’ experiences 
of co-teaching in an online learning environment when working in collaboration with other 
universities. In order to fill this research gap, we specified the following research questions for 
the empirical part:

1. What co-teaching strategies are used in different large-scale online courses that are 
taught in collaboration with other universities?

2. What advantages do the teachers experience in teaching in large-scale online courses 
that are taught in collaboration with other universities? 

3. What challenges do the teachers experience in teaching in large-scale online courses that 
are taught in collaboration with multiple universities?

4. Methodological choices
In order to grasp teachers’ experiences, the empirical part of the study was conducted using 
qualitative research methods. Data were collected with a qualitative online questionnaire 
(Fink 2003) and semi-structured interviews (Kvale 1996) conducted over Skype. In addition to 
the data from teachers, we analyzed steering group meeting memos.

In order to understand how the teachers experienced online co-teaching, we gathered 
data from those who had been developing the LITO courses and taught in them. The teach-
ers’ experiences were collected with multiple rounds of inquiry in the different phases of the 
project. The first round of data collection was done in September 2017 when the first courses 
were about to start. At this stage, most of the teachers had at least started building the online 
course on the learning platform and they had collaborated in the teacher team in planning the 
course. The primary purpose of the first round of data collection was to serve as background 
information concerning the teachers’ relationship with online teaching. 

This initial data collection round fed into the later rounds by giving the research team an 
understanding of the teachers’ starting point and their earlier experiences. The initial ques-
tionnaire was broad and allowed the teachers to bring up a variety of issues they perceived as 
being important. See Appendix 1 for the questions.

The second round of data collection was done in spring 2018 after the teaching for the 
first academic year had been completed. Data were collected via semi-structured interviews 
conducted over Skype. The program manager interviewed eleven teachers so that at least one 
teacher from every course was interviewed. The interview questions are included in Appendix 
2. The idea was to have open-ended questions so that the teachers could emphasize the issues 
that they had experienced as important during the first academic year when all of the courses 
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were implemented for the first time. 
The data collected during the interviews highlighted the importance of co-teaching experi-

ence and it led to focusing the study on co-teaching in an online course. Therefore, the teachers 
were asked in more detail about their co-teaching experiences after the second academic year. 
They were asked to respond to a short online survey with open-ended questions (see Appendix 
3). Table 1 summarizes the empirical data that were collected.

Table 1. Data collection timeline

TIME DATA COLLECTION 
METHOD

PURPOSE INFORMANTS

September 2017 Online questionnaire Mapping the teachers’ starting point 8 teachers

April-June 2018 Interviews Examine the experiences from the first 
implementation

11 teachers

May 2019 Online questionnaire Gather the reflections after two acade-
mic years

10 teachers

Sixteen teachers participated in the data collection. Three teachers were included in all three 
rounds, seven were included in two rounds and six were included in only one round. Approxi-
mately 23 teachers were involved in developing and teaching the courses during one academic 
year. There was some variation between the initial planning phase, the first academic year, 
and the second academic year. Yet, the numbers varied only slightly between academic years. 
Hence, a good proportion of the teachers involved were reached. The researchers put an effort 
into having responses from at least one teacher on every course.

In addition to the data from the teachers, we had access to the meeting notes of the project 
steering group. The data set included the notes from 15 steering group meetings from January 
2016-June 2019. A list of the times of the meetings and the main themes of each meeting are 
listed in Appendix 4. 

The steering group notes served in analyzing the advantages and challenges of teaching 
collaboration between universities. This is an essential part of the teachers’ experience as it 
is the context in which they work and where they need to balance between the requirements 
of their own university and the national cooperation initiative. Understanding the context in 
which the teachers work is essential for understanding their experience of co-teaching.

Data were analyzed after every data collection round and hence each round fed into the 
following data collection effort. The initial survey responses were analyzed relatively briefly 
since they provide a background understanding of the teachers’ relationship with online teach-
ing. Since the amount of data was relatively small, the analysis was done by summarising each 
respondent’s responses and looking into recurring issues in the responses.

In the second data collection round each interview was recorded and transcribed verba-
tim. The data were analyzed with qualitative content analysis and the researchers searched for 
recurring themes in the data. The approach to data-driven content analysis was conventional 
when the researchers approached the data with an open mind and their goal was to work out 
what had been important for the teachers during the first academic year (Hsieh and Shannon 
2005). Having identified co-teaching as the most outstanding theme in the teachers’ responses, 
the researchers scrutinized all the responses that were linked to co-teaching. 

Finally, the data from the third data collection round focused on the outstanding theme 
identified in the interviews. Also, these data were analyzed with qualitative content analysis, 
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but with a directed approach, because the scheme for analyzing the content was derived from 
the understanding based on the literature and the earlier collected data (Hsieh and Shannon 
2005).

5. Findings and discussion
The main phases of the project and the themes the steering group had been dealing with are 
illustrated in Figure 1.

Figure 1 Timeline of the LITO project

As can be seen in the figure and in Appendix 4, funding has been a focal theme that the steering 
group has discussed during the early years of the study module project. It is noteworthy that 
the discussion on funding did not stop when project funding was received, but the work con-
tinued towards finding a more sustainable solution that integrates the study module into the 
operations funded by the university budget from the government. 

In addition, the steering group maintained a focus on the numbers of students, as the goal 
was to create a scalable study module. In addition to pedagogical challenges, also the admin-
istrative challenges create a critical bottleneck for scalability. The processes and information 
systems do not support collaboration across universities, and therefore there is an urgent need 
for development. Quality was another focal theme and the steering group paid considerable 
attention to the feedback. In addition to the feedback from the students, the program manager 
also reported the feedback from the teachers from the beginning. Based on the discussions on 
student numbers and teacher feedback on the workload, the steering group asked teachers to 
refine some solutions that had not been sufficiently scalable. 

The initial survey with the teachers revealed that the LITO teachers are typically open to 
new technologies and are quite willing to experiment with new tools and methods in their 
teaching (Kinnunen and Eriksson 2018). This is not surprising since the teachers were willing 
to take part in the project that was about developing a novel online study module in collabo-
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ration between universities. In addition, the teachers shared a positive attitude towards online 
teaching. Yet, they also seemed to share an understanding that there are also numerous poten-
tial challenges, thus their expectations were quite realistic.

Based on the data from the two latter rounds, we identified two modes of co-teaching: a 
“Theme-based co-teaching” strategy in which each teacher is responsible for a specific theme 
and a “One teach one drift” strategy in which one teacher is responsible for the teaching and 
the other(s) take care of other tasks around teaching, for instance, grading assignments and 
giving feedback. The first-mentioned strategy was more common, as six out of eight courses 
were taught using the theme-based co-teaching strategy. 

“We had weekly themes and each teacher had the same number of themes.  
Other tasks were divided rather equally.”

In the course that used a “Theme-based co-teaching” strategy, the teachers agreed on the content 
to be taught during the curriculum planning and divided the contents so that each teacher 
was assigned specific parts of the course. Most of the courses were organized around weekly 
modules, so each teacher had N weeks when they are in charge of delivering the course. 

Teachers recognized various advantages and challenges of the large-scale online study 
module taught in collaboration between multiple universities. The advantages and challenges 
related to teachers themselves, students, and the university.

Table 2. Advantages and challenges of co-teaching identified by LITO teachers and the program manager.

TEACHERS

Advantages
 – Sharing ideas between teachers and developing the course
 – Peer support for assurance & backup (in terms of pedagogy, substance, online teaching)
 – Networking
 – Shared responsibility = shared workload
 – Focusing on the parts of teaching/content where one has most expertise
 – Professional development through co-teaching (including peer-mentoring)
 – Being involved in creating the future of higher education
 – Teachers can be more present on the online course due to shared responsibility (e.g. week-based division)

Challenges
 – Unequal division of labour (particularly challenges in planned vs. realised workload)
 – Finding time for communication between the teachers
 – Finding joint time for planning sessions
 – Not having possibilities for frequent face-to-face interaction with other teachers. 

STUDENTS (BASED ON TEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS)

Advantages
 – Teachers more available to students, because there are many of them
 – Interaction typically with more than one teacher and hence access to multiple perspectives

Challenges
 – Students do not know which teacher to contact
 – Getting multiple replies when one teacher does not know that the other one has already replied (confu-

sing if there are differences in the teachers’ responses)
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UNIVERSITY (BASED ON TEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS)

Advantages
 – Collaboration between universities allows for division of labour
 –  Possible to offer a range of courses to own students without the necessity of teaching all of the courses 

with own resources
 – Possible for universities to focus on the operations that establishes a profile for them
 – Teacher’s professional development through co-teaching (peer-mentoring)
 – Diffusion of proven practices in and out of the university
 – Being involved in creating the future of higher education
 –  Teaching collaboration between universities will have an increasing importance in university funding from 

the government

Challenges
 –  If the division of labour becomes unequal there is asymmetry between contributing universities (the costs 

may become an issue)
 –  Processes & practices related to joint teaching (no standardized procedures and e.g. procedures of eva-

luating teachers’ workloads vary)
 –  Administrative processes vary between universities + are very labour-intensive in university collabora-

tion, because of old isolated information systems
 – Providing enough study guidance for students as the online LITO-studies are very flexible 

Advantages for teachers
All the teachers mentioned that they valued and felt motivated by the fact that they were in-
volved in creating a national-level initiative that represents a new approach to higher-level 
education. The teachers’ overall experience of co-teaching was positive even though the LITO 
experience was the first time most of the teachers had been involved in teaching a large-scale 
online course and/or it was their first co-teaching experience. The most notable advantage of 
co-teaching appears to be the opportunity to share responsibility and new insights. As one of 
the teachers put it: 

“One major advantage surely is the fact that the responsibility is shared, and the one teacher doesn’t 
have to prepare everything by himself. In total, more time is required to prepare “a lecture” on an on-
line course for the masses but there are more hands sharing the work. For an individual teacher, the 
shared responsibility releases resources for other tasks. From the self-development side in teaching, 
the shared course gives an insight to practices in other universities and is good way to network too.”

The quote above also highlights the benefits of co-teaching across universities. All the teachers 
who were involved in teaching courses that were organized in collaboration between two or 
three universities reported that they experienced positive gains from the collaboration. 

Having a team makes it possible to enable the students to experience good quality learning 
without creating an overwhelming workload for one teacher. In addition to having multiple 
persons sharing the workload, the teachers also experienced many professional and social 
benefits. Many teachers emphasized the networking aspect that is particularly featured in col-
laborations between several universities. The teachers also seem to perceive strategic benefits 
in co-teaching: 

“[I got] New ideas for online teaching and also good practices and ideas for other teaching/courses. 
It has also been “nice” to hear that other universities have the same kinds of problems and challenges. 

So, we can share experiences, knowledge, practices and basically all the elements related to 
teaching and university life.”
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“It is a kind of shared responsibility for teachers and they can teach a course together even if they 
are in different cities or even countries. It creates a strong teaching network that is necessary for our 

dynamic world”

Teachers felt that in addition to sharing the actual workload (in terms of work hours), it was 
beneficial to have at least one other teacher available for support if they wanted to get someone 
else’s opinion on their ideas. Hence, teachers perceived that it was important in a large-scale 
online course that the other teacher who was knowledgeable of the course details provided 
assurance when needed; a kind of mental support when one might feel insecure. This is un-
derstandable as the teachers were creating something completely new and had to deal with 
multiple uncertainties during the process. Since the courses were open to a wide range of stu-
dents, teachers did not know about the students’ background beforehand, except that they 
were university students, teachers had to examine the scalability of the working methods and 
the workload of the students carefully. In addition, most of the teachers were not familiar with 
the specific online learning environment.

Advantages for students 
Regarding the advantages of co-teaching for the students, the teachers developed an under-
standing based on student feedback. The students appeared to value the presence of multiple 
teachers since it was easier to get advice when needed. Also, students perceived the interaction 
with multiple teachers as being an advantage when it offered multiple perspectives on the 
course content for the students. This was evidenced by the following quote from one of the 
teachers: 

“This co-teaching online course has some advantages for students because they became familiar with 
different perspectives and ideas and they will have more opportunity to discuss one subject from 

different dimensions”

Advantages for university
At the university level, co-teaching across universities also offers novel insights. Teachers’ col-
laboration can help in diffusing proven practices in large-scale online education. In addition, 
the collaboration in selected areas enables universities to make strategic choices in allocating 
internal resources. In terms of image, it is also important to be part of an initiative that renews 
higher education. 

Challenges for teachers
Teachers also identified several challenges in co-teaching in a large online course. The most no-
table challenge related to the realized amount of work and the actual division of labor. In many 
cases, the number of hours allocated in the teachers’ annual work plan for teaching large-scale 
online courses was insufficient. Therefore, the teachers faced conflicting demands, and the 
level of commitment varied between them. 

For the teachers, the situation was particularly challenging when the planned division of 
labor was equal, but the realized division was not. In some cases, the differences in teachers’ 
commitment and other work assignments led to situations in which one teacher took care of 
the teaching duties planned for another. The situation was problematic if the changes were not 
explicitly agreed upon amongst the teachers. The absence of a hierarchy between the teachers 
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made working very flexible and equal. Yet, when the teaching team consists of peers, talking 
about the uneven workloads was challenging for teachers. One of the teachers reported that 
when the course was running: “I felt that one of them didn’t do anything unless being asked, which 
was uncomfortable”. When there is no hierarchy between the teachers, a team member avoiding 
responsibility could become a critical issue that is difficult to handle. It seems that this is a crit-
ical challenge that needs attention both at the course level (communication between teachers) 
and on the organizational level (allocating resources).

Differences in the teachers’ level of experience in using online tools also led to inequality 
in some cases. This kind of experience was reported by one teacher: “I think we have aimed at 
50/50, but for example, with peer evaluation, I took the responsibility as I know more about that tool.” 
However, in cases where the experience factor was considered in the division of labor, it did not 
cause problems between teachers. Another challenge a teacher identified in their own work 
related to the complexity of the task (that is building and teaching a scalable online course) 
that is amplified when the teachers are located in different cities and only rarely have the op-
portunity to meet face-to-face. 

Challenges for students
The most notable challenge relating to students relates to communication. In a course in 
which there are several teachers, students may be confused about which teacher to contact. 
In addition, the chance that different instructions could be received from different teachers or 
different universities’ study offices could be an issue. Teachers reported that there were some 
individual cases in which the student received different information from the teachers and the 
study administration. This is a challenge of teaching collaboration across universities. 

Challenges for university
Based on the data, it became evident that time and resource allocation are critical development 
needs on the organizational level. There is an obvious and compelling need to re-examine the 
way the workload of a large-scale online course (or online teaching in general) is evaluated. 
Teachers felt that it would be important that collaborating universities would have some uni-
form system of how teachers’ workload is estimated and how that workload is considered in 
teachers’ work plan. The differences in university customs in calculating teachers’ workloads 
sometimes posed challenges in the division of labor. This is linked to a broader discussion on 
the overall appreciation of online teaching and calls for more attention in the near future if 
high-quality online teaching is to be pursued.

Another challenge for universities that became evident in teachers’ responses related to 
the need for study guidance. When the flexibility in courses increases, the student must as-
sume greater responsibility for their own progress. In terms of study guidance, cross-university 
collaboration in the form of online teaching is a potential challenge. The student’s home uni-
versity needs to put extra effort into providing study guidance. It is important that the student 
knows where to get advice if they have questions on the suitability of the courses for their de-
gree etc. Also, the teachers need to know where they can refer the students to with questions 
that need to be dealt with e.g. a study counselor. When the university boundaries blur in the 
kind of teaching collaboration described here, it may be difficult for the student to identify 
where to get answers for which questions. 
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6. Conclusions
In this study, we investigated university teachers’ experiences in co-teaching and what teachers 
perceived as advantages and challenges related to co-teaching in the context of large-scale on-
line courses taught in collaboration between universities. A theme-based co-teaching strategy in 
which teachers divided the teaching responsibility by themes (Dugan and Letterman 2008) was 
used in the great majority of LITO courses. Only two courses utilized a one teach one drift type 
teaching strategy, where the other teacher was more responsible in teaching and the other in 
assisting the teaching. Despite delivering differing contents, all the courses had to meet the key 
criterion of being scalable and being taught completely online. Hence there are connections 
between the choice of pedagogy and the requirements the courses had to meet (Andersson 
and Dron 2011).  Based on the study, it is clear that despite there being a tradeoff between the 
degree of freedom teachers have and the coherence of the study module, it is necessary to have 
a relatively strict frame within which the courses are planned and executed. In the context of 
online co-teaching, having a clear framework for the course enables focusing on the content 
and the pedagogical choices. Nonetheless, it is beneficial if teachers can be involved in defining 
the boundary conditions of the course frame. 

Teachers’ experiences of co-teaching in the LITO online courses were mainly positive, which 
corroborates earlier research that has identified how teachers tend to perceive co-teaching very 
positively (Bacharach et al. 2008). However, when the focus of the research was on co-teaching 
in the same physical space by Bacharach et al., our research suggests the same in an online 
learning environment. Teaching online brings more complexity to teaching because of phys-
ical and social distance as well as technical challenges.  In general, many of the advantages 
and challenges teachers mentioned related to teachers’ daily work or processes and strategy 
work at the university level. Particularly the adaptability and flexibility that is the sum of online 
teaching and co-teaching became highlighted. 

Many of the advantages of co-teaching identified related to teachers’ professional devel-
opment through peer support and mentoring and diffusion of good practices. For instance, 
teachers appreciated the opportunity to network with other teachers and discuss pedagogical 
issues with each other. This result corroborates the earlier studies on the focal advantages of 
co-teaching (Vesikivi et al. 2019; Bacharach et al. 2011; Bacharach et al. 2008; Thousand et al. 
2006; Cook and Friend 1995). The teachers also appreciated the opportunity to learn how the 
other teachers utilized technology in their teaching. Moreover, in addition to the professional 
development aspect, the teachers also appreciated the opportunity to consult with a colleague 
who is knowledgeable about the course. The uncertainties related to developing and teaching 
a novel study module probably highlight this need. Hence, it is important that collaborative 
initiatives of this type acknowledge the teachers’ need to get a second opinion and to share 
and discuss their choices with knowledgeable colleagues and potentially also expert advisors.

Teachers appreciated the opportunity to share the teaching responsibility and workload. 
Co-teaching also made it possible for teachers to be more available for students during the 
course thus adding possibilities for interaction and dialogue between students and teachers. 
Also, since there were several teachers teaching in the course, the teachers felt that students 
had access to multiple viewpoints on the topic. These findings are similar and confirm ear-
lier research by Money and Coughlan (2016). At the university level, teachers perceived the 
co-teaching between universities as an opportunity to offer a wider range of courses to their 
own students without the need of teaching all the courses with their own resources.

Similar to the findings of Zheng et al. (2016), this study shows that complex collaborative 
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work is a challenge, and in this case, it culminates in communication when there are very lim-
ited opportunities for face-to-face interaction. For instance, finding enough common plan-
ning time between teachers or establishing clear interaction procedures between students 
and several teachers were experienced as challenges. In addition, the challenges of co-teaching 
between several universities were also related to the varying administrative procedures and 
isolated information systems. However, the teachers did not mention the risks related to repu-
tation and criticism identified in earlier research by Zheng et al. (2016). This may be due to the 
study context. Zheng et al. focused on massive open online courses, whereas the focus in our 
study was on large-scale courses in which student numbers were restricted.

Based on the challenges the LITO teachers experienced, we conclude that time is one of 
the essential factors that affect the positive co-teaching experience. This is aligned with ear-
lier research (Bacharach et al. 2008; Helms et al. 2005; Baeten and Simons 2014) that found 
that co-planning is one of the vital success factors in effective co-teaching. Indeed, allocating 
enough time for teachers to develop and teach the course is essential. This means that explicit 
discussions (between co-teachers and teachers and their own university) are needed to clarify 
how much time each teacher can allocate to teaching. These kinds of discussions are likely to 
diminish the risk of unintentional uneven distribution of labor among teachers. In addition, 
the aforementioned agreement on how much work online teaching realistically includes, is 
very important for the future development of online co-teaching. For online teaching collab-
oration to succeed in the longer term, the teachers must have the resources needed. This is 
tightly linked to the appreciation and being respected as a skilled professional. Furthermore, 
teachers need more support (technical, pedagogical, and administrative) in the context of on-
line co-teaching (across universities) compared to other types of teaching.

In addition to these challenges, it is noteworthy that also the administrative challenges in 
teaching collaboration across universities have an influence on the teachers’ experiences. The 
ambiguity of administrative processes as well ad delays in getting students’ grades registered, 
all create additional pressures on the teachers as they are the contact point to students with 
urgent questions. Hence, it is important to develop also the study administration to enable 
smooth processes so that the teachers do not need to solve any extra questions.

Another essential aspect that warrants more attention in co-teaching an online course is 
the interaction practices between the teachers. The results of this study corroborate Helms et 
al. (2005) notion that it is important to agree explicitly on the practical issues like how stu-
dents know whom to contact, who answers the students’ questions, and what the most suitable 
ways are for teacher teams to interact within the team. 

All in all, our study highlights the dynamics between the teachers on a co-taught online 
course. Because the interaction also between the teachers is mainly virtual and face-to-face 
meetings are rare, there is a great need for explicitly agreeing on e.g. the division of labor. Any 
deviances to what has been agreed need to be addressed. This is a challenge when the course is 
co-taught in collaboration between multiple universities. It is also important to acknowledge 
that communication requires an extra effort in this context, and it must be allocated sufficient 
time in the teachers’ workplan.

The study has limitations that stem from the choices described above. The findings of the 
study are not generalizable due to the limitations of the data and the focus in the selected 
context. In addition, the number of informants is limited. The aim of the purposeful selection 
of informants was to collect data on information-rich cases that were interesting from the per-
spective of this study (Patton 2002). Hence, it was natural to limit the group of informants to 
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include only teachers who are involved in the LITO project and hence share the experience of 
developing and teaching a large-scale online course (within the LITO project). Despite these 
limitations, the study offers valuable insights into the teachers’ perspective on co-teaching and 
highlights issues that are important for future work in developing teaching collaboration be-
tween universities. 

In order to gain a holistic understanding of the advantages and challenges of co-taught 
online study modules, there is a need to focus on student experiences as well. Indeed, LITO 
provides an interesting context to study student experiences, as students are diverse in their 
backgrounds, representing different disciplines. In the future, we will expand our research in-
terest to cover students’ experiences and viewpoints in co-taught online courses. Also, future 
studies need to focus on the point of view of university management and pedagogical leaders 
of large-scale co-taught online courses and study modules in order to gain a better understand-
ing of the implications of co-teaching on the universities as well as on collaboration between 
universities.
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Appendix 1

Questions: Teachers’ initial survey
1. Name
2. Year of birth
3. Highest degree (M.Sc. or PhD)
4. Job title
5. University
6. Work experience in a university (years)
7. Teaching experience in a university (years)
8. How many ECTS of pedagogical studies have you undertaken?

a. Have you undertaken the teacher’s pedagogical studies 60 ECTS?
b. If yes, which year?

9. Does your university offer pedagogical studies to teaching staff members?
10.  Does your university require you to take pedagogical studies if you wish to be promoted 

in your career (e.g. tenure/lecture track positions)
11. Which one of the following statements describes you as a teacher the best?

a.  I am actively developing new, innovative teaching methods/I am usually the first 
among my colleagues who tries new teaching methods.

b. I am usually among the first ones to try new teaching methods.
c.  I usually adopt new teaching methods only after I have heard my colleagues’ experi-

ences of how the method works. 
d.  I usually adopt new teaching methods only after most of my colleagues have experi-

ences of how the method works. 
e.  I do not usually see any reason to adopt new teaching methods. The methods I have 

used work still well. 
12.  Which one of the following statements describes you as the user of educational technol-

ogies the best?
a. I am usually the first one to try/develop new technology. 
b. I am usually among the first ones to try out new technology. 
c.  I usually adopt new technology only after I have heard about the experiences of it 

from my colleagues/friends.
d.  I usually adopt new technology when most of my colleagues/friends have had expe-

riences with it. 
e. I am usually among the last ones who adopt new technology.

 13. What would you consider as the strengths of online courses?
a. From a student’s perspective
b. From a teacher’s perspective



NJB Vol. 69 , No. 3 (Autumn 2020) Co-Teaching is Great! – But Only if There is Time: Teacher Perspectives on Online

65

d. From the university perspective
14. What would you consider as the challenges of online courses?

a. From a student’s perspective
b. From a teacher’s perspective
c. From the university perspective

15. How many hours you have reserved for 
a. Planning the course (only your part)?
b. Planning the course as a team?
c. Teaching the course (only your part)?
d. Teaching the course as a team?

16. What best practices you have identified in course planning?
17. What has been the most challenging in course planning?
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Appendix 2

Questions: Teachers’ second survey
1. Name
2. Year of Birth
3. Highest degree (M.Sc. or PhD)
4. Job title
5. University
6. Work experience in a university (years)
7. Teaching experience in a university (years)
8. Have you previously taught and / or designed an online course?
9. How many ECTS of pedagogical studies have you undertaken?

a. Have you done the teacher’s pedagogical studies 60 ECTS?
b. If yes, which year?

10. Does your university offer pedagogical studies to teaching staff members?
11.  Does your university require you to take pedagogical studies if you wish to be promoted 

in your career (e.g. tenure/lecture track positions)
12. Which one of the following statements describes you as a teacher the best?

a.  I am actively developing new, innovative teaching methods/I am usually the first 
among my colleagues who tries new teaching methods.

b.  I am usually among the first ones to try new teaching methods.
c.  I usually adopt new teaching methods only after I have heard my colleagues’ experi-

ences of how the method works. 
d.  I usually adopt new teaching methods only after most of my colleagues have experi-

ences of how the method works. 
e.  I do not usually see any reason to adopt new teaching methods. The methods I have 

used work still well. 
13.  Which one of the following statements describes you as the user of educational technol-

ogies the best?
a. I am usually the first one to try/develop new technology. 
b. I am usually among the first ones to try out new technology. 
c.  I usually adopt new technology only after I have heard about the experiences of it 

from my colleagues/friends.
d.  I usually adopt new technology when most of my colleagues/friends have had expe-

riences with it. 
e. I am usually among the last ones who adopt new technology. 

14. Use of work hours on the LITO course
a. How much time did you use to plan and prepare the course?
b.  Which tasks took the most significant proportion of the time? (e.g. transferring 

teaching materials to the online format, making videos...)
c.  How much time did the whole team of teachers (responsible and assisting teachers) 

use for planning and preparing the course?
d. Which tasks took the most significant proportion of the time?
e.  How much time did you use during the course? (Time spent on preparing, teaching, 

evaluations, giving feedback etc.)
f.  Which tasks took the most significant proportion of the time?
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g.  How much time did the whole team of teachers (responsible and assisting teachers) 
use while the course was ongoing?

h. Which tasks took the most time?
i.    How would you compare the amount of time used for planning and execution of the 

course to a similar course that is not taught online?
15.  What worked well in your course? Please elaborate on some best practice(s) used in 

your LITO course.
a. What indicated that the above-mentioned practice/process worked well?

16.  What challenges did you face in planning and execution of the course? How did you 
react to the challenges?
a. What was the challenge?
b. How did you notice the problem? (e.g. did a student send a message?)
c. Who reacted? If nobody reacted, why was that?
d. What was the reaction?
e. What followed from the reaction? Was the problem solved?

17.  What student feedback did your course received? How has the team of teachers dealt 
with the feedback?

18. Are you going to make any changes for the next academic year?
19. What did you learn when teaching the LITO online course?
20.  Can you use the experience gained in the LITO course or the materials used in some 

other course? If yes, please elaborate on what and how.
21. What support and/or training would you need before your course runs the next time? 
22.  Now that you have produced / taught the online course, what would you consider as the 

strengths of online courses
a. From a student’s perspective
b. From a teacher’s perspective
c. From the university perspective

23.  Now that you have produced / taught the online course, what would you consider as the 
challenges of online courses
a. From a student’s perspective
b. From a teacher’s perspective
c. From the university perspective

24. Please elaborate on your experiences on the virtual learning platform
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Appendix 3

Questions: Teachers’ interviews
1. Your name
2.  What have you gained from sharing the responsibility for teaching the online course with 

another teacher/a team of teachers?
3. How did you decide about the division of labour within the team?
4. What challenges did you face in online co-teaching?
5. Would you recommend co-teaching online courses to you colleagues? Why? 
6.  What support has been the most helpful for you during the LITO project? (either within 

the project or from other sources)
7. What support would you benefit from as a teacher in organising LITO courses?
8. What works well with the [learning platform]?
9. What is challenging with the [learning platform]?
10. Any additional feedback? (Related to the above themes or anything else linked to LITO)
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Appendix 4

Main themes of the steering group meetings
MONTH/
YEAR

MEETING THEMES

2/2016 Study module learning objectives and course outline

4/2016 Recruiting teachers, funding options, principles of digitality in the study module

6/2016 Funding options, division of labour in developing the courses

10/2016 Funding options, initial outlines of the courses, online learning platform selection, teachers’ 
pedagogical support

1/2017 Funding, schedule and course outlines for the pilot academic year, online learning environment 

5/2017 Contract negotiations related to project funding (received from the government), roles of the 
university responsible for a course and the teachers responsible for the course, pilot year 
student quotas 

8/2017 Collecting student feedback, administrative processes, motivating the teachers 

11/2017 First experiences of the courses, collecting student feedback, teaching materials, administrative 
processes, division of labour for the next academic year

2/2018 Preparing or the next academic year, administrative processes, course scalability

4/2018 National level university funding model renewal, student feedback, student volumes

6/2018 National level university funding model renewal, realized student volumes & course feedback, 
feedback from the teachers, administrative processes

8/2018 Applying for extension for the period when the project funding can be used, administrative 
processes, student guidelines 

11/2018 Current student volumes, extending targeted student groups, preparing contract for the period 
after project funding

2/2019 Piloting with one additional university, preparing for the next academic year, administrative 
processes, preparing contract for the period after project funding

5/2019 Preparing contract for the period after project funding, administrative processes
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