
Student success is at the heart of online course design, delivery, and evaluation. This article details 

a prototype of a model for engaging the online learner that considers the components found in extant 

research of what impacts student achievement in online learning environments. The model has an inner 

wheel of seven segments with three outer components that together impact online learner success. Based 

on an understanding of sound research and years of experience, this conceptual model provides a strong 

framework for online design that impacts student achievement.
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Online course design and facilitation can 
be overwhelming to instructors who are new to 
virtual teaching. It can be challenging to read about 
engaging students in a variety of ways while having 
to choose from the large selection of technology 
tools that can be incorporated into the online 
course and serve as technical support for students 
who are new to online learning when instructors 
are still familiarizing themselves with navigating 
the online course. 

This article is an overview of a model to engage 
the online learner that can inform online course 
design and delivery practices. This model focuses 
on student success and how to prepare students for 
experiences beyond their current class and provides 

instruction for student success. An engaged student 

is multidimensional and should be considered 
holistically.

The research design for this study is a self-

where I pulled data from the extant literature, years 
of Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL) 

to build a prototype of a model for engaging the 
online learner. I plan future research to test the model 
to adapts and revise it as needed. The following 

model: What components are found to impact the 

I developed this prototype model for engaging 
the online learner after years of designing and 
delivering online instruction using SoTL, where 
my classroom was the lab for research, and 
Improvement Science (IS) principles, where one 

for continuous improvement. The full model for 
Engaging the Online Learner consists of seven 
inner segments and three outer boxes. Figure 1 
shows the inner portion of the model (see Figure 2 
for the full model).



The inner segments of the model include 
course engagement, peer engagement, instructor 
engagement, program engagement, community 

applicability. Table 1 provides some examples of 
ways to implement each of these areas.

Course Engagement
Course achievement is impacted by the 

students’ engagement with the online course 
through accessing the learning management system 

engage learners with course content through active 
learning tools such as interactive videos. Playposit 

The instructor can add interactions throughout 

way to ensure that students are engaging with 
the content and not losing focus. They are also a 

showing which students are mastering course 
content and which students have learning gaps and 

Table 1. Model Segments, What They Mean, and Examples of Ways to Implement Each Segment



to turn in hand-drawn notes of what they have 
read. When students share their drawings with 
other students, it is a good way for the whole 
class to learn from one another as everyone may 

important for instructors to carefully consider 
what tools they are using and why, as adding tools 

student frustration rather than engagement.

Peer Engagement
Engaging learners with other learners is vital 

for increasing student performance in online 

alone on an island, left to navigate the course alone 

al., 2020). Peer engagement increases opportunities 

learning from other students (Chadha, 2019). 
Increasing opportunities for learners to engage 
with peers helps alleviate feelings of isolation. A 
free online video-based discussion forum, Flipgrid 

students introduce themselves at the beginning of 
the semester so there are faces and voices associated 
with the names on the screen. 

Engaging students in a discussion board debate 
is another strategy to get peers interacting. Well-

interaction beyond the traditional way, where 

person to answer adds value, everyone else is left 
struggling to say the same thing in a different 
way. This is especially problematic when students 
are given a minimum of peer responses and they 

ways to utilize discussion boards, such as a debate, 
encourage students to engage with peers and 
course content. Other innovative discussion board 
activities include posting a picture with many 
incorrect things or a short case study with layers of 
problems for students to solve. 

Other peer engagement strategies include 

however, it is best to provide expectations of 
participation upfront and devise ways to assess 
participation among group members, such as 

what each person contributed or utilizing a team-
member evaluation. When using synchronous web 

larger group to share their solutions.

Instructor Engagement
Instructors are encouraged to engage with 

learners early and often in online courses (Angelino 
et al., 2007). Online learners, in addition to 
engaging with peers, need to feel there is a captain 
of the ship who is able and willing to navigate the 
way for successful course completion. Instructor 
engagement has been found to increase learner 
satisfaction and achievement (Bloomberg, 2020). 
Beyond logging in and interacting with students 
through discussion forums, course announcements, 
and synchronous lectures, instructors can increase 
their connection with students by providing audio 

If the LMS does not provide a built-in option for 

students and allows the instructor to capture a 
portion of the screen and record personalized 

name and display their paper or assignment through 
the screen capture while verbally discussing what 
was done well and what areas exist as opportunities 
for improvement. 

Sending a welcome letter before the start of 

to contact the instructor is a great way to create 
a connection prior to the start of class. Smore.

friendly tool for creating professional welcome 
letters or class newsletters, and content can easily 



helps students feel the instructor is accessible. 
Since online students are missing the opportunity 
to approach an instructor after class as they 

option is available if needed.

Program Engagement
Students who are engaged with their program 

of study as a whole and are able to see how their 
current course applies to the program are more 

course. A similar way to get students engaged with 
the program of study is to have them interview 
an expert. When students share the lessons they 
learned with the class, all learners in the course can 

another useful strategy to engage students within 

for free, from art museums to anatomy explorations.

Community Engagement
Students who engage with the community 

during a course experience increased learning and 

students with the community, where possible, 
is helpful for students as they can build their 

The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement 

education and their larger communities (local, 

a context of partnership and reciprocity” (as cited 
in Driscoll, 2014, p. 3). When students interact with 
professionals in the community in their chosen 

with people who can provide recommendations, 

students to increase their talent while providing 
support for the community. Engaging students 

win situation and has been shown to increase 
student satisfaction and retention. Internship 

learned in the course in real-world settings. 
Another way to connect students to the community 

either asynchronously with prerecorded videos or 
synchronously through web conferencing tools. 
Online courses provide opportunities to invite guest 
experts that normally would be unable to engage 
in a course due to the time and cost restraints of 
appearing in person.

The students’ perceptions of their abilities 

technology to be successful in an online course can 
impact their success and completion (Henderson, 

the beginning of the semester about their previous 
experience with online learning and with the 
particular LMS used in the course and other tools or 
software expected to be used in the course. Whether 
learners’ abilities are assessed or assumed, there are 
a wide range of capabilities, and there are things 
that can be done to educate learners and put them 
at ease by familiarizing them with the online space. 

Sharing the screen synchronously or using an 

course can visually and audibly show learners how 

and where to submit assignments. Short videos 
can also be created using a screen-capturing tool 
to demonstrate how to use tools in the course. It is 
also helpful to provide a document to students with 
screenshots of how to use course tools for those 
who would rather view step-by-step instructions at 
their own pace rather than at the pace of the video. 
It is also a good idea to record any synchronous 



Applicability

importance of adult learners understanding the 

to increase learning and learning transfer. Further, 
there is an abundance of discussion around the gap 
between what universities are preparing students 

section will support the case for being mindful of 
the applicability of what is added to online courses. 
Instructors should contemplate how content can be 

and consider how assignments and deliverables can 
strengthen resumes and prepare students for the 

Instructors can evaluate if it is possible to 

scope creeps starts to happen. When students can 
see how engaging with the course will help them 

be successful in the course.

The full model for Engaging the Online Learner 
consists of the inner segments detailed above and 
three outer boxes of Perceived Societal Importance, 

2). The full model places the inner segments that 
impact student engagement in online environments 
within the context of the three outer boxes with 
the assumption that a learner’s perceptions in 
these three areas impact their engagement with a 
program. The outer boxes of the model are adapted 

and put in context how the student perceives the 
importance of the course and their own ability to 
successfully maneuver through the course.

materials should help students see the value of 
the program. Once accepted into the program, 
advising should help students understand the path 

that goal. At a more micro level within the online 
course, instructors should help students see the 

successful course completion.

As stated before, the outer boxes of the model 

behavior and are labelled Perceived Societal 
Importance, Perceived Importance, and Self-

considerations of each box). Perceived Societal 
Importance in the context of this model is how a 

of the content of the course, which impacts their 
own view of the importance of the course. Applying 
Perceived Importance to the context of engaging 
learners, the student’s perceived importance of 

of study and their own career goals impacts their 
engagement level with the course. Lastly, the 
student’s belief in their own ability to successfully 

toward the goal and is represented in the Self-



Whether you are new to online teaching 
and learning or are an expert online instructor, 
this overview of the model to engage the online 
learner can be helpful in informing course design 
and delivery practices. In addition to focusing 
on student success within the course, this model 
focuses on holistic student success and how to 
prepare students for experiences beyond the current 
class. Online course design and facilitation can 
be overwhelming to those who are new to virtual 
teaching. The vast selection of technology tools that 
can be incorporated into the online course, serving 
as technical support for students who are new to 
online learning while instructors are familiarizing 
themselves to navigating the online course, and 
reading about engaging students in a variety of 
ways, can be overwhelming for the newer online 
instructor. This prototype of a conceptual model 
is a culmination of years of online course design, 
facilitation, and innovations (some successes and 
some failures), and it can hopefully provide a 

instruction for student success. An engaged student 

student engagement is multidimensional and should 
be considered holistically.
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