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Abstract 

Virtual learning environments have become prevalent in the workplace to improve talent 

development.  However, because there are so many different types of design options, not 

all learners are finding success in the virtual learning environment.  This mismatch can 

negatively impact employees’ motivation and learning outcomes. The purpose of this 

study was to explore how design features of a virtual learning environment impacted 

adult learners’ motivation in the workplace. Constructivist and self-determination 

theories were used as theoretical frameworks. The research question in this study 

explored how social and external contextual factors influence an adult learner’s 

motivation to learn in a virtual learning environment.  A qualitative case study was used 

to explore the data collected from 8 federal employees who used a virtual learning 

environment for professional development. Data were collected from interviews, surveys, 

and direct observations and analyzed using inductive coding to determined patterns and 

themes for study. The results from the study indicated the participants viewed visual 

learning, learner control, ease of use, technical competence, instructor support, and 

technical support as critical factors that must be addressed when using a virtual learning 

environment to improve talent development. The findings from the study can provide 

insights that could be used by training developers for how to design virtual learning 

environments to provide a positive environment. The social change impact will be to 

improve the virtual learning environments for the federal workforce to improve 

motivation and create a culture of talent development for individual growth and 

organizational capabilities. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study 

This descriptive case study explored the impact that learning in a virtual 

environment had on adult learners’ motivation in the workplace. The study was based on 

data collected from interviews, direct observation, and a questionnaire that were 

administered to federal government employees participating in a training session using a 

virtual learning environment.  Virtual learning environments are becoming ubiquitous in 

the workplace (Oproiu & Chicioreanu, 2012; Saleeb & Dafoulas, 2010).  A virtual 

learning environment (VLE) is a design information space that is not restricted to 

distance education and that allows for multiple technologies to be used and integrated in 

one system.  It also provides social spaces that allow learners to learn and collaborate 

with each other without regard to physical location (Dillenbourg, 2000).  Many learning 

leaders have made claims that VLEs are beneficial in helping learners improve their 

knowledge, skills, and performance (Hampel, 2014).  VLEs have been credited with 

saving organizations millions of dollars on travel funds due to the fact that learners do not 

have to attend training offsite (Mueller & Strohmeier, 2011).  They also allow learners to 

attend training without any physical boundaries (Hampel, 2014).  Although there are 

many benefits cited for VLEs, there has been very little research on how they impact 

learners’ motivation (Hartnett et al., 2011).  The aim of this case study was to investigate 

how learning in a VLE impacted adult learners’ motivation to learn in the workplace.  In 

this chapter, I discuss the study’s background, problem statement, purpose, research 

questions, conceptual framework, and nature. Additionally, I provide definitions of terms 

and address the study’s assumptions, scope and delimitations, limitations, and positive 
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social impact. 

Background of the Study 

The 21st-century workforce is very diverse. Employees in the 21st-century 

workforce consist of digital natives and digital immigrants, groups that need to be taught 

using different strategies (Prensky, 2001).  Digital natives are individuals who have spent 

their entire lives with digital technologies.  Digital immigrants have not had the 

opportunity to engage with technology since their childhood.  According to Prensky 

(2001), most digital immigrants require more assistance with their technology usage.  In 

order for the workforce to succeed in the 21st century, learning leaders must be able to 

explore and choose education options that are appropriate for the 21st century (Mirci & 

Hensley, 2010).  Greenstein (2012) argued that 21st-century learning should include tasks 

that help learners improve their skills in critical thinking, creativity, problem solving, 

metacognition, communication, collaboration, and information and technology.  VLEs 

can support 21st-century learning by providing learning leaders with the opportunity to 

create effective learning opportunities for learners that are appropriate for the 21st century 

(Knutsson et al., 2011).  They afford learners an opportunity to learn based on their 

individual needs and learning styles (Mueller & Strohmeier, 2011).  VLEs also provide 

organizations with cost-effective means to train a diverse workforce regardless of their 

geographical locations.  According to Mueller and Strohmeier (2010), these factors make 

VLEs ideal learning vehicles for corporate training.  Web- and digital-based 

technologies, online learning, and VLEs have promoted wide interest in the activities of 

knowledge creation and knowledge sharing (Bell, 2011).  They are widely used today as 
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workforce learning solutions (Knutsson et al., 2011).  Fagan (2014) argued that online 

learning is suddenly becoming a key part of organizational success strategy.  The Talent 

Development 2016 State of the Industry Report, sponsored by Bellevue University and 

Training Associates, revealed that technology-based and online learning accounted for 

41% of all learning hours (Ho, 2016).  This was 10 percentage points higher than training 

delivered through technology-based and online learning in 2008, and 15 percentage 

points higher than technology-based and online learning in 2003 (Ho, 2016).  

Although VLEs are used quite frequently in the workforce, there is still a need for 

further research (Saleeb & Dafoulas, 2010).  This is due to the fact that VLEs are diverse 

in their capabilities and functionalities.  Their systems design and characteristics range 

from simple to complex (Burton & Martin, 2010; Mogus et al., 2012; Mueller & 

Strohmeier, 2011).  Design characteristics are critical to an effective VLE (Mueller & 

Strohmeier, 2011). Research is still needed to understand how learners learn in VLEs.  

The purpose of this study was to explore how a VLE impacted adult learners’ 

motivation in the workplace.  Very little research was found that addressed motivational 

concerns in the VLEs.  Research from this case study adds to the literature on designing 

and developing VLEs that are effective in increasing motivation and improving learner 

perceptions and learner satisfaction.  Additionally, the aim of this study was to help 

improve the overall learning experience and learning outcomes of learners. 

Problem Statement 

With the prevalence of VLEs in the governmental workplace (Ellis, 2013), 

employees’ motivation and learning outcomes are impacted by poor design and usage of 
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the VLE (Saleeb & Dafoulas, 2010).  This can result in poor learning transfer and 

ultimately affect overall job performance.  Additionally, it can result in loss of 

productivity, poor work quality, high employee turnover, loss of revenue, and overall 

organizational failure (Saks & Burke-Smalley, 2014).  The issues for VLEs are centered 

on their design and on how learners use the VLE.  There is no one-size-fits-all formula 

for the design of a VLE (Mogus et al., 2012).  This can pose problems for learning 

leaders because there is limited research on which design factors and characteristics yield 

the most effective learning opportunities for employees in workplace training.  Learning 

leaders in the workplace have the responsibility of finding innovative technologies to 

provide effective and efficient learning interventions for employees (Li, D’Souza, & Du, 

2011).  A key concern is that many of these technologies used for learning and 

development must be customized for educational or training purposes (Chapman & 

Stone, 2010).  Additionally, there is limited agreement as to how the use of technology 

directly impacts students’ learning or performance (Chapman & Stone, 2010).   

Research in academic settings has shown that online learning has been associated 

with students feeling disconnected with their learning environment (Baxter & Hancock, 

2014).  This could contribute to lower levels of motivation for learners.  Motivation is the 

precursor to learning and is a heavy influencer of individual learning (Mayer, 2011).  

However, there is very little research on motivation in VLEs in the workplace (Hartnett et 

al., 2011).  Understanding how information and communication technology (ICT) and 

collaborative learning in VLEs impact motivation in adult learners can provide valuable 

information on design decisions for VLEs.  Research on VLEs can help to inform 
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learning leaders in the workplace on best practices for using VLEs as a platform for 

delivering training and development to adult learners (Chapman & Stone, 2010).  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to explore how a VLE impacted adult learners’ 

motivation in the workplace.  A secondary focus was investigating learners’ opinions and 

perceptions of learning in a VLE.  Qualitative case study is consistent with Yin’s (2014) 

framework for instrumental case study.  Adult employees using a VLE in the workplace 

to complete a training session constituted the unit of analysis for this study.  Data 

collection consisted of interviews, direct observations, and questionnaires.  The 

methodology was modeled after Yin’s framework for a case study.  

Research Questions 

The research questions were the main impetus for this research design.  All of the 

other parts of the design were connected to the research questions (Maxwell, 2013).  

Three research questions were explored.  The research questions were based on the 

literature and the research problem.  Maxwell (2013) argued that research questions for a 

study sometimes evolve over the period of the study.  However, the four areas of the 

research design should influence the construction of the final research questions 

(Maxwell, 2013).  The four areas of the research design consist of theories/conceptual 

frameworks, data collection, methods, and data analysis.  Four areas of the research 

design influenced the research questions for this study.  The research questions were as 

follows:  
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• How do social and contextual factors influence adult learners’ autonomy and 

relatedness needs in a virtual learning environment?   

• How do adult learners’ beliefs about their technical skills influence their 

motivation to learn in a virtual learning environment?   

• How do learners’ preconceived beliefs about learning in a virtual learning 

environment impact their motivation to learn when using a virtual learning 

environment? 

The research questions were designed to aid in exploring and understanding adult 

employees’ learning experiences as they related to motivation in a VLE.  The research 

questions served as a guide for the literature review in this study.  The questions are 

explored in more detail in Chapter 3, under the Methodology section.   

Conceptual Framework 

Constructivism (Vygotsky, 1978) and self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 

1985, 2002) were used as the conceptual framework for this study.  The principles of 

constructivism and self-determination theory can help inform educators and learning 

leaders on the instructional design of learning materials, instructional activities, and 

learning strategies that are used in a VLE.  These principles also assisted in 

understanding the information that is received from the investigation of the three research 

questions in this study.  Each research question was tied to at least one of the conceptual 

frameworks used in the study.  A more detailed explanation of the two conceptual 

frameworks is presented in Chapter 2.  
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Constructivist Approach 

The constructivist approach has been used extensively as a conceptual framework 

for research involving virtual learning environments (Mikropoulos & Natsis, 2010).  

Driscoll (2005) noted that constructivism does not fall under one theory of instruction but 

rather relates to a variety of approaches.  Various researchers doing research in different 

domains have developed specific aspects of constructivist theory.  Within the 

constructivist approach, learners construct knowledge in an attempt to make their 

experiences meaningful (Driscoll, 2005).  The constructivist approach was also selected 

as a conceptual framework for this study due to its strong emphasis on collaborative and 

active learning (Adamo & Dib, 2012).  According to Adamo and Dib (2012), the 

constructivist approach is the leading theoretical framework used for research on VLEs. 

Research Question 1 is related to the constructivist approach. 

Self-Determination Theory 

Self-determination theory has been used to frame many research studies involved 

with education (Hardnett et al., 2011).  Self-determination theory is a key concept to use 

to understand the quality of motivation that a learner exhibits (Deci & Ryan, 2008).  The 

theory is concerned with learners’ autonomy, competency, and interaction in their 

environment.  Self-determination theory postulates that all individuals have an internal 

desire to control their own destiny as well as to feel competent and connected with others 

in their space (Deci & Ryan 2008).  Hardnett et al., used self-determination theory to 

frame their study investigating learners’ motivation in online environments.  Self-
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determination theory assisted in understanding the quality of motivation for learners 

learning in the VLE for this study. It is related to Research Questions 1, 2, and 3. 

Nature of the Study 

A qualitative case study was conducted for this inquiry.  Qualitative research is 

appropriate for understanding the impact that VLEs have on adult learners’ motivation to 

learn (Creswell, 2009).  Qualitative research relies on the perception of the participants 

and their experiences. It is also descriptive in nature (Creswell, 2009). This study 

consisted of a single case design.  The participants included eight adult learners from a 

federal government organization who had previous experience using a VLE.  Interviews, 

surveys, and direct observations were administered to participants to explore their 

opinions about learning in a VLE.  Interviews, surveys, and observations were also used 

to explore participants’ beliefs about their technical skills, perceptions, and attitudes 

toward a VLE.  Description and analysis of the case are presented.  The qualitative 

analysis helps to provide an understanding of how learning in a VLE impacts an adult 

learner’s motivation to learn. 

Definitions of Terms 

The following definitions are provided to add clarity to terms and definitions used 

throughout this study.   

ARCS: Motivation model used to provide insights into how motivational factors 

(attention, relevance, confidence, and satisfaction) influence instructional design and 

learning (Keller, 2010).  
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Best practice: Most effective and efficient way to achieve an outcome or 

procedure when applied to a particular situation or condition (Baghdadi, 2011). 

Distance learning: Learning environment that provides learners with the ability to 

learn at locations and times of their choice without being in the physical space of the 

learning environment (Sun & Rueda, 2012). 

E-learning: Term used to describe teaching and learning process supported by 

information and communication technologies that does not require students and teachers 

to meet in the same physical location (Cartas, 2012). 

Engagement: Actions that a learner takes to achieve quality performance and to 

achieve a learning outcome (Sun & Rueda, 2012).  

Learning styles: Thinking strategies that are used to process and make 

connections with new information (Cartas, 2012).  

Information and communication technology (ICT): Technologies to assist 

individuals or organizations in using information (Heaton-Shrestha et al., 2009). 

Online learning: Internet-based learning that uses both synchronous and 

asynchronous learning applications (Demir & Horzum, 2013). 

Presence: Perceptions of having an authentic physical environment in a VLE 

(Persky et al., 2009). 

Theory: “Scientific set of principles used to explain a phenomenon” (Schunk et 

al., 2014, p. 6). 

Virtual learning environment (VLE): Design information space that is not 

restricted to distance education and that allows for multiple technologies to be used and 
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integrated in one system. It also provides social spaces that allow learners to learn and 

collaborate with each other without regard to space (Dillenbourg, 2000). 

Assumptions 

One of the assumptions for this study was that employees are motivated to learn 

in VLEs.  Research has indicated that motivation and engagement are important factors in 

successful learning and performance outcomes (Kelly, 2010).  Another assumption was 

that employees’ external motivation would be a factor because they had no choice but to 

attend the training session in the VLE.  For this study, I also assumed that the participants 

would answer the questions in the questionnaire and interview truthfully and that the 

questionnaire and the interview questions would be effective in gathering valuable 

information that would be used for analysis.  The final assumption was that all of the 

participants would answer truthfully that they had some experience learning in VLEs.   

Scope and Delimitations 

This study took place in a federal government training facility located in the 

northeast.  The participants attended a training session.  The participants consisted of 

eight adult students age 18 and older who had some experience learning in a VLE.  The 

study did not give special consideration to ethnicity or gender.  The participants were 

employees assigned to a facility in the workplace who participated in the training 

sessions from their work location.  The results from this study could be used to address 

motivational and design issues in VLEs in other environments that have adult learners.  
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Limitations 

In a qualitative study, the researcher is the key instrument for data collection.  The 

skills and the diligence of the researcher directly influence the credibility of the methods 

used in the research (Patton, 2002).  High-level skills are required to facilitate interviews 

and conduct observations in a study (Patton, 2012).  My novice skills as an interviewer 

and observer were a limitation for the study.  In order to mitigate this, I used interview 

protocols.  The interview questions were peer reviewed to ensure their quality, 

appropriateness, and validity. Using a small sample size was a limitation because it made 

generalizing the findings to other populations virtually impossible.  However, a 

qualitative study’s purpose is not to generalize the findings but to provide an in-depth 

understanding of the phenomenon under study (Yin, 2014).  To provide an in-depth 

understanding of the case, I ensured that I provided “rich thick data” (Merriam, 1998, p. 

211).   

Significance 

An ineffective learning program can adversely impact employees’ performance 

and may cause organizational failure.  Poor performance by employees can result in 

decreased productivity, poor quality, and lost revenues.  This study is significant because 

VLEs are widely used in corporate and government organizations to deliver training and 

education to adult learners.  There is very little evidence that support the benefits that a 

VLE provides to instructional activities and learners (Johannsen, 2013).  A recent survey 

conducted by ON24 INC., a webcasting and virtual services firm, indicated that over 91%  

of human resource departments intended to use some sort of VLE for training in 2013 
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(Ellis, 2013).  Research that can provide evidence that VLEs have a positive impact on 

adult learners may help to justify decisions to use VLEs as a viable alternative to 

classroom training and to justify costs associated with VLEs as learning platforms.  The 

results of this study provide insights to educators and learning leaders on adult learners’ 

attitudes and feelings about learning in VLEs.  The research also provides insights to 

human resource professionals on how to best use VLEs to improve organizational staff 

development (Li et al., 2011).  

Summary 

Chapter 1 has provided an introduction to the problem and the nature and 

significance of the study surrounding the use of VLEs as effective learning environments 

for adult learners.  VLEs are prevalent in the workforce learning space (Ellis, 2013).  

Training departments have credited them as being very beneficial in training a diverse 

workforce.  VLEs have been described as being diverse in their makeup (Adewale et al., 

2012).  This diversity and the fact that over 91% of human resource training departments 

plan on using VLEs to train their workforce warrant an investigation of their potency as 

delivery platforms.  In Chapter 1, I  discussed the importance of investigating how 

learning in a VLE influences adult learners’ motivation and how the characteristics of a 

VLE influence learning.  Three research questions were used in the study to guide the 

investigation and to organize the literature review.  In Chapter 2, a review of the literature 

is provided as scholarly evidence for the validity of this study.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

VLEs are widely used in the workplace, and there is no standard design that is 

used to configure them for use.  Employees’ motivation and learning outcomes are 

impacted by poor design and configuration.  The purpose of this study is to explore how a 

VLE impacted adult learners’ motivation in the workplace.  The framework for this 

literature review consists of the research questions and the theoretical and conceptual 

framework used in the study.  Knowles, Holton, and Swanson (2005) argued that 

exploring learning theories and conceptual frameworks could be very beneficial to 

managers, policy-level leaders, learning leaders, and instructors.  The understanding 

gained from learning theories, conceptual frameworks, and adult learning principles can 

lead to better instructional design decisions and better learning experiences for learners 

(Knowles et al., 2005).  However, learning cannot be totally understood with theories and 

conceptual frameworks by themselves (Knowles et al., 2005).  Theories and frameworks 

must be coupled with analysis of the following: (a) learners’ learning environment, (b) 

learners’ learning strategies, and (c) learners’ transformation as they go through the 

learning process.  

Understanding adult learning principles is also important to the conversation of 

adult learning.  Mirci and Hensley (2010) argued that adult learning principles should be 

applied when implementing any policy, event, or program that calls for change to adults 

in the workplace because change leads to a feeling of uncertainty in an individual’s life.  

This feeling of uncertainty can cause anxiety and lack of confidence in a person’s ability 

to perform a task or skill (Mirci & Hensley, 2010).  In the literature review, I examined 
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literature on constructivism, andragogy, self-efficacy, motivation, self-determination, 

technology and learning, e-learning, distance learning, online learning, and VLEs.   

Literature Search Strategy 

This literature review was gathered from articles from textbooks and peer-

reviewed journals.  The focus of the research was exploring the factors and variables that 

are essential to developing effective VLEs and exploring the impact that perceived 

usefulness, perception, belief, self-efficacy, self -determination, motivation, learner 

characteristics, and instructor characteristics have on VLEs.   

Electronic databases from Walden University were the primary source of 

information.  Databases such as ERIC, Google Scholar, ProQuest Central, Academic 

Search Complete, Education from Sage, Education Research Complete, and PsycINFO 

were used to explore topics of interest.  The search terms used were andragogy, 

constructivism, motivation, self-efficacy, self-determination, design characteristics for 

virtual learning environments, online learning, e-learning, and virtual learning 

environments.  

Conceptual Framework 

Constructivism and self-determination theory were used as the conceptual 

framework for this study.  Both conceptual frameworks provide an understanding of how 

adults learn, which learning environments and learning strategies work best for adult 

learners, and which teaching strategies are most effective for adult learners.  Bear (2012) 

explained that the adult education process is concerned with learners constructing their 

own awareness and capacity for self-evaluation and reflection and that learning strategies 
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are skills and techniques that learners develop and use in order to complete a learning 

event.  Each of the conceptual frameworks is a factor in motivation and thus influences 

motivation in adult learners.  Constructivist learning supports the concepts of andragogy, 

or the theory and practice of educating through learning designs that promote adult 

learning.  Self-determination is a motivational construct that influences how adults learn 

in a constructivist-influenced environment.  Self-determination factors also influence 

adult learners’ readiness to learn, their need to know, and their need to be self-directing 

(Hartnett et al., 2011).  

Constructivist Approach 

The constructivist approach is worthy of investigation by learning leaders and 

instructors who are involved with adult learning.  This approach is based on the 

philosophy that learners should be responsible for constructing their own understanding 

by integrating new knowledge with prior knowledge and experiences (Cornelius, Gordon, 

& Ackland, 2011).   

The research of Piaget, Bruner, Ausubel, Von Glaserfeld, and Vygotsky heavily 

influenced constructivist philosophy (Driscoll, 2005).  There are two approaches within 

constructivism: (a) the cognitive constructivist approach and (b) the social constructivist 

approach.  Piaget, Bruner, Von Glaserfeld, and Ausubel are associated with the cognitive 

constructivist approach, and Vygotksy is associated with the social constructivist 

approach (Driscoll, 2005).  The cognitive approach is influenced by Piaget’s theory that 

individuals’ frame new meaning from information they received based on their previous 

experience, without the aid of their peers or teacher (Power & Kalina, 2009).  This is in 
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contrast to social constructivist views, which are influenced heavily by Vygotsky’s 

viewpoint that individuals construct new meaning from their experience and with the 

assistance of their social environment (Power & Kalina, 2009).  

Social constructivist views are developed around the concept that learners want to 

work together collectively to solve problems.  Each learner brings his or her own 

worldview to the learning environment and gets the opportunity to have this worldview 

challenged by others.  Learners either verify what they thought they knew as truth or 

construct new truths (Lui & Matthews, 2005).  These dynamics also allow learners to 

interact with each other and engage in the learning environment.  The common ground in 

both approaches is that the role of teachers is that of facilitators and guides and that 

learning must be student focused (Power & Kalina, 2009).   

The constructivist theory of instruction was drawn from the perspectives of 

researchers in science education, educational psychology, and instructional technology 

(Driscoll, 2005).  Constructivist learning promotes the type of learning that Knowles 

(1977), Kolb (1984), and Senor (2010) suggested would provide instructors with the best 

instructional strategies for teaching adult learners.  These strategies include (a) ensuring 

that the instruction is developed to take into account various learning styles, (b) ensuring 

that learning is learner centered, (c) designing learning to support experiential learning, 

and (d) designing instruction around learning activities that foster collaboration.  Senior 

(2010) also noted that constructivist teaching provides learners with an opportunity to not 

only engage with each other, but also engage with their total learning environment.  

Learners constructed their own knowledge from their engagement with peers, instructors, 
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and the learning environment (Gash, 2014).  This type of learning is very appropriate for 

organizational learning and organizational development.  Preparing workers for the 21st 

century requires that learners collaborate with each other and know how to network in 

order to solve problems and increase productivity (Schrum & Levin, 2009).  Further, in 

order for organizations to be competitive, productive, and innovative, workers have to 

become self-directed learners.  Constructivist learning promotes self-directed learning 

(Knowles, 1977).  

VLEs support constructivist learning by having the capacity to support self-

directed learning and collaborative learning.  VLEs can employ social media technology 

such as blogs, wikis, online social networking, and video streaming, all of which have the 

capacity to allow learners to engage and collaborate with each other (Friedman & 

Friedman, 2013).  The interaction and engagement that often occur through these types of 

delivery tools ultimately lead to the construction of knowledge (Adewale et al., 2012; 

Gash, 2014).  Gomez and Rodriguez-Marciel (2012) supported the viewpoint presented 

by Adewale et al. (2012).  Gomez and Rodriguez-Marciel argued that VLEs have the 

capacity to support the key processes that are used to develop interactive and 

constructivist learning.  They also support constructivist learning environments by 

providing the capacity for instructors to use various technologies to help learners use 

their critical thinking to construct knowledge and to construct new meaning (Sultan, 

Woods, & Koo, 2011).  
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Self-Determination Theory (SDT) 

Chen and Jang (2010) posited that self-determination theory is most suitable for 

addressing motivation in nontraditional classroom situations such as online learning, 

web-based learning, and virtual learning. Self-determination theory addresses three 

components of an individual’s needs: (a) independence or autonomy, (b) competency, 

and (c) feeling of belonging (Cheng & Jang, 2010).  There are four factors that must be 

considered when discussing self-determination: (a) autonomy, (b) self-regulation, (c) 

psychological empowerment, and (d) self-actualization (Wehmeyer & Abery, 2013).  

Self-determination theory purports that individuals have a desire to be in a social setting 

with each other and have a need to have some sense of control and mastery over their 

environment (Hartnett et al., 2011).  Self-determination in an individual is influenced by 

various internal factors and various external factors (Wehmeyer & Abery, 2013).  

Intelligence and mental maturity are among the internal factors that affect self-

determination.  Research has shown that there is a significant statistical correlation 

between IQ and self-determination.  An individual’s physical and social environments are 

external factors that affect self-determination.  Research has shown that work settings 

that do not empower employees can negatively impact self-determination.  Additionally, 

the size of an individual workspace can affect self-determination (Wehmeyer & Abery, 

2013). 

Self-determination theory provides an understanding for learner engagement 

(Skinner & Chi, 2012).  Engagement is a very important motivational construct.  Some 

research cites lack of engagement as the chief reason for poor motivation in students.  
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The need for social interaction is the driver for engagement.  Individuals who embrace 

autonomous forms of motivation are learner focused and desire the freedom to control 

their own learning (Hartnett et al., 2011).  Self-determination theory could help to address 

the problems of motivation associated with online learning because the requirements for 

successful online learning are constructs of self-determination theory (Chen & Jang, 

2010).  This theory is the leading theoretical framework for studying motivation in face-

to-face and online learning environments (Hartnett, 2015).  When self-determination 

theory has been used to study motivation in VLEs, the following factors have been cited 

as influencing learners’ intrinsic motivation to learn (Hartnett, 2015, p. 88): 

• Feedback 

• Instructor’s role in online discussions 

• Choice 

• Competence 

• Challenge 

• Interest 

• Relevance 

• Collaboration 

Heutagogy is a form of self-determined learning that is suggested as an effective 

and practical approach to the design of self-determined learning.  It is influenced by 

andragogy and employs a complete learning approach to improve employees’ learning 

capabilities.  It also helps learners to transfer knowledge more readily to real-life 

problems (Blaschke, 2012).  A self-determined learning approach is needed in the 
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workplace to assist employees in becoming lifelong learners and to help them to improve 

their competencies and capabilities so that they can succeed in the workforce.  It is also 

useful when using emerging technologies for education and training in organizational 

settings (Blaschke, 2012).  A self-determined learning approach is one that is learner 

centered, allows learners to create and manage their own learning content, and allows 

learners to have control over their learning paths.  Self-determined learning is also 

considered to be active and proactive learning.  Learners are involved in their learning 

sessions from start to finish (Blaschke, 2012). 

Motivation 

Although motivation beliefs influence learning outcomes, there is scant research 

available on how learners’ motivation impacts their learning environment (Clayton, 

Blumberg, & Auld, 2012).  Mart (2011) defined motivation as the impetus for getting 

students interested in participating in a learning task.  The learning activities and 

environment must be stimulating in order to get learners to engage in their learning 

environment.  Because learners have different learning styles and preferences, learning 

leaders must develop motivational strategies and plans in order to help improve and 

maintain their motivation (Mart, 2011). 

Motivational theories help to inform decision-making strategies for the design and 

development of motivational strategies and motivational designs for learning and 

performance.  Motivational designs should be applied to the learning environment, 

curriculums, materials, and activities (Keller, 2010).  Schrunk et al. (2014) noted that the 

“expectancy–value theory of motivation predicted students future choices, engagement, 
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persistence and achievement” (p. 47).  Understanding this theory could assist 

organizations in developing the most suitable training courses for their employees. This 

could impact organizational effectiveness in a very positive way (Keller, 2010, p. 47). 

Research conducted by Clayton et al. (2012) on motivation could help learning 

leaders and teachers develop motivational strategies and motivational designs that could 

promote motivation in learners.  Clayton et al. explored how motivation impacted 

postgraduate students who preferred nontraditional learning environments and blended 

learning.  Blended learning takes place when online learning and face-to-face classroom 

learning are mixed as a learning modality.  Qualitative and quantitative surveys were 

used to examine how students felt about nontraditional and traditional learning 

environments.  One hundred and thirty-two students were sent Motivated Strategies for 

Learning Questionnaires (MSLQ) created by Pintrich, Smith, Garcia, and McKeachie 

(1991).  The purposes of the MSLQs were to assess students’ learning strategies and self-

efficacy beliefs about learning in an online environment. Eight items were used in the 

MSLQ to measure the confidence students had in their abilities to complete an online 

course.  Qualitative data were coded to interpret the meaning of learners’ responses on 

the questionnaires.  The research indicated that if students had low confidence in their 

abilities to complete learning in a particular environment, their motivation was also 

negative toward the learning environment.  This phenomenon was in agreement with the 

findings of Salter (2011), who argued that low self-efficacy is highly correlated with low 

motivation. Clayton et al. indicated that 73% of all participants preferred face-to-face 

classroom learning, 25% preferred blended learning, and 2% preferred online learning. 
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The findings of Clayton et al. revealed that self-efficacy, learning strategies, and 

students’ learning objectives had a major impact on their motivation to learn in any 

learning environment. 

Motivation and learning strategies of learners impact their usage of the various 

information and communication technologies in VLEs (Valentin et al., 2013).  Clayton, 

Blumberg, and Auld (2012) argued that learning styles also had some influence on 

learners’ motivation to learn in a nontraditional, blended, or online learning environment. 

This supports research by Mohr et al. (2012) that revealed that learning preferences and 

learning styles of individuals should be taken into consideration when designing learning 

environments in general and when designing VLEs in particular.   

Due to the popularity of VLEs, e-learning, online learning, and web-based 

learning, learners’ motivation can be impacted positively or negatively depending on 

what they have heard or what they believe regarding the effectiveness or usefulness of 

these approaches.  Holbrugge and Berg (2012) noted that learners have certain 

expectations about what type of learning environments they would like to learn in based 

on their degree of experience with learning environments and based on their perceptions.  

Learners’ perception of the effectiveness of technology in helping them to accomplish 

their learning goals has a major impact on their motivation to use technology as a 

learning delivery tool in a particular learning environment (Mohr et al., 2012).  The 

popularity of VLEs, e-learning, online learning, and web based learning has had an 

impact on learners’ perceptions and preferences for them as learning environments. 
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Hossainy et al. (2012) research on how to design and determined situated learning 

environments impact on learners’ motivation indicated that three aspects of motivation 

should be examined to determine learning motivation impact on learners:  (a) learning 

motivation, (b) intrinsic motivation and (c) extrinsic motivation.  Hossainy et al. research 

used questionnaires as their instrument.  The questionnaires were given to the participants 

before and after the intervention.  It asked questions that assessed the level of learning 

motivation, intrinsic and extrinsic motivation.  The results of the study showed that 

intrinsic motivation had the biggest impact on learners’ motivation.  The study further 

showed that collaborative learning environments, active learning, consistent feedback, 

positive learning environments, and contextual learning served as the catalyst that 

increased intrinsic motivation. Contextual learning is merely learning that simulates 

learning in the real world (Westera, 2011).  Kasworm (2011) argued that knowledge and 

contextual learning in the workplace drive the world economy.  Kasworm further argued 

that contextual learning is essential for employees to be able to drive innovation and 

productivity.  

Mellard, Krieshok, Fall, and Woods’s (2013) research on dispositional factors 

affecting motivation during learning in adult basic and secondary programs found that 

expectancy and task value had a considerable amount of influence on adults learning 

motivation.  Mellard et al. noted that motivational theories framed around expectancy and 

task value are leading theories in explaining the variables that affect learning motivation 

or motivation from a psychological position.  Mellard et al.’s research supports McGill & 

Hobbs’s (2007) study on how students and instructors using a VLE perceive the fit 
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between technology and task.  McGill and Hobbs’s (2007) research indicated that 

learners exhibited high levels of satisfaction with their learning environments when VLEs 

had the appropriate levels of task-technology fit for the learners and the content was 

designed for contextual learning.  Chan and Kao’s (2012) research on the importance of 

learners’ learning motivation for workplace e-learning showed that motivation was 

essential for successful learning outcomes in e-learning.  This will hold true for learning 

with VLEs due to the fact that VLEs supports e-learning by delivering the learning 

activities (McGill & Hobbs, 2007).  Mayer (2011) had a contrasting view to McGill and 

Hobbs on how technology-based learning environments positively influenced learners’ 

motivation.  Mayer argued that technology supported learning environments could 

adversely impact learners’ motivation and could adversely impact learners’ completion 

rates.  The reason for this is that technology supported learning environments cause some 

learners to put more stress on themselves when they try to improve their motivation 

(Mayer 2011).  Chan and Kao argued that learning motivation was the impetus for 

learners’ accomplishing their learning objectives.  Therefore, any learning program 

should consider the impact that motivation has on learners’ performance.  Consequently, 

motivation was cited as a key reason that online learners had high dropout rates in 

academic settings (Hartnett et al., 2011).  Instructional design and motivational design are 

key components that will have a major impact on learners’ motivation in any learning 

environment (Hartnett et al., 2011; Keller, 2010). Learning leaders should make sure that 

quality instructional and motivational designs are developed in parallel in an attempt to 

improve learners’ motivation toward the learning experience (Hartnett et al, 2012; Chan 
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& Kao, 2012; Keller, 2010). The reason for this is that instructional design and 

motivational design influences each other and they influence learning outcomes (Keller, 

2010).  The ARCS Model created by Keller (2010) addressed motivational, instructional, 

and learning environment design.  The ARCS Model was based on general motivation 

theories but Keller (2010) applied them to a learning context. The model was concerned 

with four motivational constructs:  (a) attention, (b) relevance, (c) confidence, and (d) 

satisfaction.  The ARCS Model requires educators and instructors to be responsible for 

learners’ motivation.  They had to develop learning content, training materials and 

learning environments that accomplish the following objectives:  (a) get and maintain 

learners attention, (b) develop, improve, and sustained the confidence that learners had in 

their abilities to learn and perform the learning activities, (c) improve learners satisfaction 

for the learning experience and (d) develop learning content, training materials, and 

learning environments that was meaningful to the learners (Keller, 2010).  Every step in 

the instructional process including the learning materials and learning environment 

should be evaluated to determine the impact it had on motivation (Keller, 2010).  This is 

consistent with Hartnett et al.’s viewpoint on the instructors’ role in learners’ motivation.  

Hartnett et al. argued that instructors must be very vigilant and keep the lines of 

communications open because situations can occur and learners will need them 

addressed.  This is critical because when problems are not addressed learners can become 

less motivated.  Attention, relevance, confidence, and satisfaction should be addressed at 

each of the five phases of instructional design: (a) analysis, (b) design, (c) development, 

(d) implementation, and (e) evaluation (Keller, 2010).  
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Technology and Motivation 

Educators and learning leaders do not have enough dialogue about motivation 

when addressing technology supported learning environments (Mayer, 2011).  

Educational technology tools and technology supported learning environments impacted 

motivation because they can be customized to allow learners to do activities that elicit 

motivation (Mayer, 2011).  This is very important because motivation is not static or one 

dimensional but highly contextual and multifaceted (Hartnett et al., 2011). 

 Hartnett et al. (2011) used a qualitative case study to research motivation in 

distance learning environments.  The data for the research was collected using 

questionnaires and interviews.  The study indicated that online environments provided 

learners with various avenues to increase their motivation. Learners can accomplish this 

through their engagements with their learning activities and with their learning 

environment.  Technology-based learning environments have the capacity to deliver 

learning that provides learners with challenge, curiosity, control, and fantasy (Schunk, 

Meece, & Pintrich, 2014).  Technology-based learning environments can also create a 

burden on some learners and teachers who have to use extra cognitive skills to learn the 

technology.  This could result in learners and instructors being apprehensive about 

engaging with the technology.  Additionally, instructional time and learning can be 

adversely impacted when technical issues occur with the technology (Rodriquez et al., 

2016).  

 Learning environments that provide challenge, curiosity, control, and fantasy 

promote intrinsic motivation in learners (Schrunk et al., 2014).  Therefore, educators 
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should highly consider these variables when designing learning activities and learning 

environments.  The four sources: challenge, curiosity, control, and fantasy introduced by 

Schunk et al. (2014) are similar to the ARCS Model introduced by Keller (2010).  

Learning activities that are created to provide challenge, curiosity, and fantasy help 

learners to maintain attention.  Learning activities that are developed to provide learners 

with control help students to develop and maintain confidence and self-efficacy.  When 

learning activities are created with the appropriate degree of challenge it can help 

maintain learners attention and provide learners with confidence.  The literature on 

learning motivation firmly supports the notion that educators should design learning 

activities and learning environments with the appropriate characteristics that will promote 

motivation.  The responsibility for this lies with educators (Keller, 2010).  Motivation and 

collaboration are also key factors to entertain when using VLEs to educate learners 

(Haverila, 2012).  VLEs impacts learners’ motivation because of the control they afford 

learners in these environments (Sansone et al., 2011).  For example, VLEs afforded 

learners with the flexibility to interact with their learning content, learning resources, 

instructors, and other learners in any manner that they choose.  However, there is still a 

need for research on how technology influences collaboration and interaction in computer 

based learning environments because the outcome from collaboration and interaction 

between individuals and groups is not consistent when technologies are used (Blake & 

Scanlon, 2013). 

Task-Technology Fit  

In order for learners to be successful using VLEs the technology has to be able to 
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support the learner in accomplishing their learning tasks.  The technological make up of a 

system can dictate how learners use the system or how they will be motivated to use the 

system in the future (Mohr et al., 2012).  Learner characteristics and self-efficacy must be 

taken into considerations when matching technology characteristics for a learning system.  

Both will determine the level of engagement and the satisfaction level that learners will 

have with the system (Yu & Yu, 2010).  Technology fit exists when there is a match 

between the technology and the learner’s characteristics (Yu & Yu, 2010).  Learners 

obtain optimal performance when the technology fit compliments their learning needs 

(Yu & Yu, 2010).  

 Technological functionalities, technology fit, and perceived usefulness by the 

learner influenced their attitudes and perceptions for using technology.  All of these 

factors can ultimately influenced motivation (Yu & Yu, 2010; Mohr et al., 2012).  

Research on perceived usefulness showed that there was a high correlation between 

perceived usefulness and utilization (Mohr et al., 2012).  When learners had a positive 

perception of the usefulness of the technology they were motivated to use the technology 

(Mohr et al., 2012).  Additionally, when learners were provided with the technology that 

fit their learning orientation they were motivated to used it more (Yu & Yu, 2010; Mohr 

et al., 2012).  The higher the perceived usefulness is for the learner and the greater the 

technology match is with the learner the higher the motivation and utilization for the 

technology will be.  This implies that the more educators know about their learners’ 

attitudes, learning styles, and preferences, the better inform they would be when making 

decisions for the selection and design of educational technology (Mohr et al., 2012).  The 
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learning environment and delivery platforms for learning have to fulfill the expectations 

of learners in order for them to want to engage in the learning environment (Mohr et al., 

2012).  This argument supports Mogus et al.’s (2012) research on the technology 

acceptance model.  The technology acceptance model holds the view that in order for 

learners to become motivated to use new technology they must be convinced that the 

technology has the capacity to allow them to perform the same tasks that they were 

performing using the old technology (Mogus et al., 2012).   

Celik and Yesilyurt’s (2013) research used a computer anxiety scale and an 

attitude scale to evaluate learners’ attitude toward technology supported learning 

environments. Celik and Yesilyurt’s research showed learners’ attitudes and their self-

efficacy toward computer technology affected their usage of technology-supported 

environments.  Celik and Yesilyurt further explained the importance of teachers’ attitudes 

towards using technology.  Teachers’ attitudes can impact how they use education 

technology to deliver instruction.  They need to be able to use the technology and they 

must believe that the technology can make a difference to their instructional strategies in 

order for them to want to use the technology in their instructional activities (Celik & 

Yesilyurt, 2013).  McGill and Hobbs (2007) argued that teachers who use technology 

supported learning environments to deliver instructional support to their students have 

different requirements for task to technology compatibility.  This is because teachers and 

students have different roles.  The research that McGill and Hobbs completed on how 

students and instructors who used a VLE perceive the fit between technology and task 

showed that teachers scored lower on task technology fit than the students. McGill and 
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Hobbs argued that this was a result of instructor tasks and purposes for using the 

technology-supported environment being different and more complex than student tasks.  

Technology acceptance models are also concerned with an individual’s 

perceptions and attitudes towards using technology (Mogus et al., 2012).  Mohr et al.’s 

research supports Mogus et al.’s argument on learners’ perceptions and attitudes towards 

technology.  The technology acceptance model theory should be considered when trying 

to understand how individuals made their decisions on using educational technology 

(Mogus et al., 2012).  This view is supported by research that shows that individuals have 

various reasons for choosing to use the technology that they use (Yoon & Lim, 2010).  

Yoon and Lim noted the following reasons as the main influencers: (a) their perception, 

(b) the perception of their peers, and (c) how well they perceived the technology as 

fulfilling their needs.  These points are important to understand because they could affect 

the organization’s decisions as to what modality to use to deliver training.     

Penjor (2016) argued five adoption personalities in learners must also be taken 

into consideration when rolling out new technologies or upgraded technologies.  

Innovators, early adopters, early majority, late majority and laggards are the five adoption 

personalities that Penjor were referring too.  The five adoption types come from Roger’s 

theory of diffusion of Innovation (Rogers, 2003). Roger’s theory is a very popular 

framework used for technology adoption (Penjor, 2016).  Penjor (2016) research on 

VLEs revealed that learners’ motivation to use a VLE was influenced by whether they 

were an innovator, early adopter, early majority, late majority or laggard.   
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  An internal communication plan and a pilot program for the training are two 

strategies that could be used to promote positive perceptions and attitudes toward 

accepting new technology as a learning tool (Penjor, 2016).  Hall and Hord (2011) noted 

that the communications plan is very important and is integral to implementing any new 

technology in the organization.  The communication plan should include a change 

management strategy for learners and instructors that address their beliefs, opinions and 

current practices.  The communication plan should address how the technology will 

benefit the training and how that will translate into advantages for the learners 

(Reidsema, Cameron, & King, 2013).  A pilot study can provide instructors and course 

developers with an understanding of how the training was perceived, utilized and how 

effective it was.  The results of the pilot program could assist educators and course 

developers in designing and developing training that could help create a good learner-

technology fit and provide positive learner perceptions (Hall and Hord, 2011).  Yu and 

Yu (2010) used pilot programs along with surveys and questionnaires in their study on 

modeling factors that affect an individual’s utilization.  The pilot programs allowed Yu 

and Yu to explore how learners interacted with the technology.  The surveys and 

questionnaires were used to explore learners attitudes and perceptions and the perceive 

usefulness for the technology.  Yu and Yu’s (2010) study revealed the importance of 

good instructional design.  This topic will be discussed in the next section. 

Instructional Design 

 Yu and Yu’s (2010) research revealed that most researchers agreed that 

instructional design is important to achieve learner satisfaction and effective outcomes 
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regardless of the technology that is used as a delivery platform.  Effective instructional 

design should drive the development of scenarios and learning activities in virtual 

learning environments (Port et al., 2012).  A collaborative effort amongst administrators, 

instructors, subject matter experts, and instructional designers is needed in order to build 

effective instructional design for VLEs (Baghadi, 2011).  Instructional design decisions 

should be informed by business and learning objectives and by learning theories (Port et 

al., 2012).  Instructional designers should complete a learner analysis to get an 

understanding of the learners’ background (Saxena, 2011).  Doing a learner analysis is 

critical because individuals have diverse learning preferences and learning orientations 

(Devaney et al., 2009, & Jansen et al., 2011).  As previously discussed, learning styles 

should be an area of interest when performing learner analysis for the instructional 

design.  A key reason for exploring learning styles is that learners have their preferred 

way they would like to learn (Truong, 2016).  Additionally, if learners are given the 

opportunity they would choose the learning alternatives that allow them to make the 

learning connections that they need in order to acquire knowledge (Jansen et al., Mohr et 

al., 2011 & Cartas, 2012).  Jansen et al. (2011) noted that the learning designs should be 

designed with learning affordances that will provide learners with the opportunity to 

choose different paths to make learning discoveries. Instructional design should also 

include learner evaluations (Port et al., 2012; Saxena, 2011).  Pilot programs should also 

be developed and employed to evaluate the effectiveness of the learning environment 

before it is fully implemented.  The pilot program will provide learning leaders the 

necessary feedback that they need to ensure that the learning environment will be 
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effective and will provide learners with the capacity to meet their learning objectives 

(Port et al., 2012).  

The roles of the instructors and learners should be an area of emphasis for the 

instructional design of VLEs because there is a contrast between those roles in traditional 

classrooms and VLEs (Devaney et al., 2009).  In order for effective instructional design 

of instructional activities in technology-based environments to be accomplished the 

integration of content knowledge, pedagogy, and learning technologies are required 

(Arinto, 2013).  Finally, the instructional design strategy of VLEs should consider how 

knowledge is negotiated inside of the learning environment (Devaney et al., 2009).  There 

are three main areas of concern: (a) knowledge authority which is concern with who 

control the knowledge, (b) teaching or instructional approach which is concern with the 

instructional strategies, and (c) knowledge approach which is concern with the 

instructional objectives (Devaney et al., 2009).  These areas of concern are very 

influential to the stability of the learning environment and can impact learners’ 

motivation.     

Collaborative Learning  

Collaboration is a key factor in constructivist learning.  It promotes creativity and 

critical thinking in learners.  Collaboration allows learners to construct knowledge 

through social interaction (Palloff & Pratt, 2005).  The overall learning process is more 

robust when learners are allowed to collaborate.  It is also purported that collaboration 

increases learners feeling of connectedness (Palloff & Pratt, 2005).     
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Collaboration causes social interaction.  This is critical in the learning 

environment because social interaction assists individuals in the development of 

knowledge creation (Burton & Martin, 2010; Hernandez, 2014).  Social interaction also 

helps to direct the groups’ actions, thoughts and feelings (Mascolo & Fischer, 2010).  In 

face-to-face environments social interaction is led by physical presence and continuous 

communications (Mascolo & Fischer, 2010).  This is not the case in online environments.  

In online environments communication is often delayed and learners do not always feel 

the sense of presence.  To improve collaboration in online environments physical 

presence and continuous communication must be established to support social interaction 

(Hernandez, 2014).  In order for online communication to be effective it should be 

designed specifically to the learning content and the goals of the learning objectives.  The 

communications should provoke social interaction amongst the learners and it should 

influence engagement. Learning reaches its goal when it influences learners to construct 

and share knowledge and to build social networks in the learning community.  

Additionally, when learners change their attitudes and behaviors because of the learning 

acquired, the goal of learning has been met. Collaboration is a key component that helps 

learners achieve their learning objectives (Ionita & Pastae, 2015). 

Collaboration in VLEs needs to be studied in order to determine how to 

collaborate effectively due to the fact that the audience is not in the same location 

(Burton & Martin, 2010).  Burton & Martin’s research indicated that when learners had 

the opportunity to collaborate and interact they were able to construct knowledge 

creation.  Students and teachers benefit from collaboration when collaborative learning is 
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evident in learning environments.  Therefore, collaborative learning should have a vast 

amount of influence on the pedagogical, organizational, and technological design 

decisions of a VLE (Hernandez, 2014).  Collaboration is not accomplished by technology 

along.  Just having the technical tools available will not motivate students to collaborate 

with each other (Laux, Luse, & Mennecke, 2016).  Learners must create a sense of 

community and connectedness with each other in order to have the trust, respect, 

accountability, and willingness to work together (Laux et al., 2016).  VLEs need the 

proper tools and collaborative activities in order to facilitate collaboration (Othman & 

Othman, 2012).  Constant assessment is needed to evaluate the degree of social 

interaction between individuals and groups and to evaluate the effectiveness of the 

technological tools that are used to facilitate communication between learners and 

between instructors and learners (Johannesan, 2013).    

The way in which learners use the tools for communication in the VLE should 

also be continuously evaluated (Laux et al., 2016).  Assessments on how learners use the 

technological tools and on the effectiveness of the technological tools in the virtual 

learning environment is important so that learning activities will not be created for 

students that come across to them as force exercises to drive interaction (Ke & Kwak, 

2013).  Ke and Kwak’s research revealed that learners who had to multi task between 

work, training, family, and other important commitments felt over whelmed by 

interactive activities that they felt were not necessary.  For example, if learners felt that 

they had to post discussion posts for the sake of trying to make the learning interactive 

instead of the need to build on the knowledge construction they were less incline to post 
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unless posting was part of their grade.  Additionally, learners felt less engage if they felt 

that the postings lack substance and they were posting for the sake of posting (Baxter and 

Hancock, 2014). 

A Sense of Presence in Virtual Learning Environments 

Casey and Kroth (2013) defined presence as an entity that depicts the manner in 

which human beings interact with each other.  It is important for instructors and learners 

to understand how presence operates because understanding this phenomenon can help 

improve their perception of the quality of the learning experience (Casey & Kroth, 2013).   

Chow (2016) argued that learners needed to feel a sense of presence in their learning 

environment in order to have a positive learning experience.  When learners have a sense 

of presence it allows them to identify and make a connection to their space.  It also helps 

them to create a context for their learning activities (Kalay, 2004; Wei & Kinshuk, 2012).   

Active and didactic learning activities and the complexity of the VLE impacts the way 

presence is felt by learners (Persky et al., 2009).  Divergent strategies are needed to 

provide learners with a sense of presence.  The main reason for this is that learners have 

different learner characteristics (Chow, 2016). 

 Research indicated that presence was highly correlated to learners’ 

engagement. Some researchers claimed that presence was the main feature that defined a 

learner’s experience inside a VLE (Persky et al., 2009).  VLEs have to be designed with 

the proper hardware and software in order to provide users with a good sense of presence 

(Kalay, 2004).  The design of the user interface is a key indicator of perceived social 

presence.  A well-designed learning system should give users an accessible interface with 
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features including ease of use, naturalness, ease of understanding, and helpfulness (Wei 

& Kinshuk, 2012, p. 533).  Chow’s (2016) research revealed that learners’ perception of 

how easy the system is to use, their confidence in their computer skills, and their 

perception on how useful the technology was in terms of solving their problems 

accounted for over 52 % of the total variance for factors providing learners with a sense 

of presence.  This supports Wei and Kinshuk’s (2012) research.  

Presence allows the learner to personalize their learning experience.  It also 

influences the authenticity of the learning experience.  Kalay (2004) suggested using 

virtual inhabitation and presence (VIP) software to provide the VLE with a sense of 

presence.  VIP software provides the learner with the means to enter and act in the virtual 

learning environment and the ability to interact with each other.  VIP software also has 

multiple channels for communication modules that allow for social interaction.  

Additionally, using a three dimensional Virtual Reality Markup Language (VRML) 

viewer that allows learners to view each other and allows learners to view the learning 

environment is very useful in providing learners with a sense of presence.  The VRML 

allow learners to become intimate with the space and place that is used for the virtual 

learning environment (Kalay, 2004).  Technology should not be the only concern when 

exploring strategies to provide learners with a sense of presence in the VLE.  Learner 

characteristics should be carefully considered because if given a choice acceptance and 

usage of a technology mediated learning system is largely predicated on the experiences 

and responses toward the technology (Chow, 2016). 
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Lastly, instructor presence should be considered when exploring strategies to 

create a sense of presence in a learning environment.  Cicco’s (2015) research showed 

that learners felt connected and a sense of presence to their learning space when 

instructors communicated with them regularly.  Instructor presence was shown by the 

postings to chat sessions, emails, online discussion boards, and from providing formal 

and informal feedback to learners learning activities.  Serdyuk and Sistek-Chandler 

(2015) argued instructor presence was critical to learners having a sense of presence in 

their learning environments and having a positive learning experience in both online 

learning and traditional learning. The instructor’s role is to facilitate the learners through 

learning and social activities.  In the VLE learners’ socialization is accomplished through 

emails, threaded discussion posts, Google chats, audio tools, and web conferencing 

software (Serdyuk & Sistek-Chandler, 2015).  

A Sense of Place in Virtual Learning Environments 

The issue of place must be addressed when discussing VLEs because VLEs afford 

learners the opportunity to learn at any place and anywhere.  There are no boundaries 

(Kalay, 2004).  In VLEs place transforms spaces and activities into specific social events.  

In order for learners to have effective social interaction in their places there must be some 

rules for engagement.  These rules must be must be developed and followed by each 

member in the VLE.  Language and culture is also very important to having a sense of 

place in the VLE.  They will also be important factors in the rules of engagement of each 

member.  Therefore, they must be governed by social protocols (Mascolo & Fischer, 

2010).  Additionally, the user interface must be designed to have excellent 
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communication channels in order for learners to be able to transmit and receive social 

signals from each other (Wei & Kinshuk, 2012).  Ensuring that learners have a thorough 

knowledge of how to navigate and use the collaborative tools in the VLEs can help to 

provide learners a sense of place.  This would allow learners to become more intimate 

with the VLE.  Thus, providing them with a strong sense of place (Sandy & Franco, 

2014).  

Place is also necessary in order for collaboration to take place because learners 

must have a place to meet (Palloff & Pratt, 2005).  Unique and separate meeting spaces 

should be created in VLEs in order to transform the spaces into places.  Communication 

tools should also be integrated in those meeting places in order for learners to have 

effective communications and authentic social interaction (Kalay, 2004).  

Design Characteristics of Effective Virtual Learning Environments  

The literature indicated that VLEs are multi-dimensional.  They provide learners 

with the capacity to take various paths to learning and the opportunity to receive feedback 

and evaluations using multiple tools.  Mueller and Strohmeier (2011) argued that there 

were certain elements in design characteristics of VLEs that made them ideal for 

providing learners with learning affordances.  Mueller and Strohmeier further argued, 

“VLEs are electronic information systems used for the administrative and didactical 

support for learning processes in vocational settings by systematically providing 

corporate learners adequate learning materials as well as corresponding collaborative 

facilities to develop intended qualifications” (p, 209).  Hall and Zentgraf (2010) defined 

VLEs as learning management systems that provided instructors and course developers 
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with the capacity to manage content and learners’ administrative tasks.  Some well-

known names for learning management systems are Moodle, Blackboard, and WebCT 

(Liminous & Smith, 2010).  These learning management systems provides learners with 

the capacity to access content, participate in learning sessions, engage with instructors 

and other learners, and they provide learners with the capacity to access learning 

materials and learning resources.  Mikropoulos and Natsis (2011) view point of VLEs 

differed from Hall and Zentgraf and Mueller and Strohmeier in that Mikropoulos and 

Natsis viewed VLEs not as a network of technological tools but rather a system that were 

framed around a conceptual framework for teaching and delivering knowledge that is 

student centered.  Researchers do not totally agree on how they define VLEs, but there is 

agreement amongst researchers on the fact that VLEs are not equal (Adewale et al., 

2012).  They are different in design and capabilities.  There are certain characteristics that 

all VLEs have in common (Gomez & Rodriguez- Marciel, 2012).  The characteristics 

listed below are common in all VLEs (Alario-Hoyos et al., 2013; Dillenbourg, 2000; 

Gomez & Rodriguez- Marciel, 2012):  

• Capacity for multiple technologies to be used in the same environment 

• Capacity for multiple integrations of external tools 

• Capacity for customizations 

• Designed environment where learners and instructors can collaborate with 

each other  

• Designed to be used with physical learning spaces  
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• They are used in learning contexts that allow students and instructors to learn 

in the same classroom while actually being in different locations 

• They require the use of the Internet 

• They require information and communication technologies 

• They allow for different content to be delivered using multiple formats. For 

example, text, hypertext, video and graphics can be distributed at any time  

• They allow for collaboration and interactivity  

Mikropoulos and Natsis (2011) argued, “The prerequisite for an effective learning 

environment is its pedagogical approach and the learning theory that follows in order to 

fulfill the educational goals and reach the desirable learning outcomes” (p. 774).  

Mikropoulos and Natsis examined empirical research of VLEs that spanned over 10 

years.  Their study revealed that the constructivist framework was the predominant 

conceptual framework used for the design of VLEs.  The constructivist framework was 

discussed previously in this section under the conceptual framework topic.  Out of 53 

research articles reviewed all but one used a constructivist approach.  This supports the 

literature on VLEs that indicated that a collaborative environment and a student centered 

focus for instructional activities were essential in order for VLEs to be effective.  A 

constructive framework supports student centric learning and students learning in a 

collaborative environment (Senor, 2010).  Gonzalez –Marios et al.’s (2016) research 

showed that learners felt that instructor responsiveness was more important to them than 

technological resources.  Chakraboty and Nafukho’s (2015) research revealed that 

teaching presence was a key factor in influencing learners’ engagement in VLEs. Hence, 
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the design characteristics that allow instructor support are very significant (Stohr, 

Demaziere, & Adawi, 2016). 

 A well thought out design, development, implementation, and evaluation strategy 

is needed in order to have an effective VLE (Mueller & Strohmeier, 2011; Andronie, 

2014).  The affordances that a VLE provides to learners, teachers, and administrators 

coupled with the learners’ satisfaction with the system are indicators that could be used to 

measure the system effectiveness. Mueller and Strohmeier’s research methodology 

consisted of examining effective design characteristics.  The examination was done in 

two phases.  Thirteen experts from different disciplines participated in the study.  Online 

questionnaires were administered to the participants.  The purpose of the questions was to 

gather feedback on what functions and features the experts thought represented effective 

design characteristics for VLEs.  The design characteristics developed from the 

questionnaires in Phase 1 was compared with the design characteristics that were 

developed from the questionnaires that was given to the 13 experts in Phase 2.  The 

design characteristics listed in the Table 1 provides the characteristics necessary for an 

effective design of VLEs.  The table also lists the evaluative measures for each of the 

characteristics.  Mueller and Strohmeier’s research supports the importance of perceived 

usefulness, perceived ease of use, and learners’ satisfaction. 
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Table 1 
 
VLE Characteristics 

Design characteristics Dependent success factors 
System related 

Communicativeness 
Feedback 
Media Synchronicity 
Perceived course/program/system flexibility 
Perceived quality 
Perceived usability 
Perceived user interface/screen design 
(Perceived) System functionality 
Reliability 
(System) Accessibility 
System adaptability 
System interactivity (and control) 
System quality 
System response 
User adaptation 
User tools 

 

 
User adaptation 
Interactivity and control 
Course satisfaction 
Perceived usefulness (PU; course 
satisfaction) 
Satisfaction 
Satisfaction 
Perceived ease of use (PEOU) 
Perceived functionality, PU, PEOU 
PEOU 
PEOU 
PEOU, PU 
PU 
Behavioral intentions (BI), satisfaction, 
PU 
PEOU, PU 
Satisfaction 
Enjoyment 

Information related 
Content feature/quality  
Course attributes 
Course quality 
Format  
Information quality  
Information relevance  
Terminology (clarity) 

 
PU 
PU 
Perceived e-learning satisfaction 
Feedback 
PU, relative advantage, satisfaction 
PEOU, PU 
PEOU 

Note. Table of characteristics for virtual learning environment. Adapted from “Design 
Characteristics of Virtual Learning Environments: An Expert Study,” by D. Mueller & S. 
Strohmeier, 2011, International Journal of Training and Development, 14(3), 209-222. 
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Cornelius et al. (2011) argued that VLEs should be designed to allow for less 

complex integration and implementation so that course developers, instructors, and 

administrators of the system can update and edit content.  Alario-Hoyos et al. (2013) 

agreed with Cornelius et al.’s viewpoint on best practices for the integration and 

implementation of VLEs.  According to Alario-Hoyos et al.  VLEs should be designed 

with the capacity for less complex integrations.  Most complex integrations required code 

to be developed.  This could be a challenge for educators who do not know how to write 

code and it could make educators less motivated to use the VLE for instructional 

purposes (Alario-Hoyos et al., 2013).  VLEs should also provide the flexibility for 

customization.  Some stakeholders may want the opportunity to disabled and add 

functionalities and work flows that are pertinent to their learning organizations (Alario-

Hoyos et al., 2013).  

Web 2.0 Impacts on Virtual Learning Environments 

 The integration of Web 2.0 tools such as wikis, podcasts, slideshares, broadcasts, 

and social networking sites to VLEs made them very potent for learners.  Dillenbourg 

(2000) argued that Web 2.0 tools made VLEs social spaces where learners could interact 

with the learning content, teachers and other students.  Dillenbourg further noted “ VLEs 

are different from other informational spaces because they are populated spaces” (p.5).  

In virtual learning environments users are inside the information space and can see a 

representation of themselves and others.  Users can create representations of themselves 

using text, drawings or graphical representations (Dillenbourg, 2000).  Avatars could also 

be used to represent learners if 3D virtual learning environments were used.   
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Web 2.0 tools allow learners to engage in their learning environment.  They 

promote active learning in VLEs and they positively influence learners’ perceptions and 

attitudes of online learning and VLEs.  Additionally, Web 2.0 makes it possible for 

learners to take classes outside of the classroom and still feel a sense of connection with 

their instructors, colleagues and peers (Uzunboylu et al., 2011).  

Advantages of Virtual Learning Environments 

 Various researches have revealed the advantages of using VLEs.  VLEs have the 

capacity to support multiple learning styles (Mogus et al., 2012).  They also have the 

capacity to employ multiple technologies simultaneously (Mueller & Strohmeier, 2011).  

This made them very suitable learning environments for corporate learning (Kasworm, 

2011).  The multiple technologies provided learners with the opportunity to learn in a 

very interactive environment and it provided learners with the ability to become actors in 

their learning environment.  VLEs are also very flexible.  For example, formal, informal 

social, and independent learning can be done in VLEs (Alario et al., 2013).  They also 

have the capacity to be customized and accommodate multiple integrations with external 

technologies (Alario et al., 2013).  This can also serve as a disadvantage (Alario et al., 

2013).  The reason for this is that the coding that is required for most integration could 

potentially cause delays in the project schedule and sometimes decision makers may not 

want to alter the system.  Even though this could be a disadvantage, research supported 

the fact that integrations that were flexible enough to accommodate multiple external 

technologies provided a better overall experience for instructors and learners (Alario et 

al., 2013). 
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  VLEs provide learners with the means to learn at any place and at any time.  

Learners do not have to travel to any particular place to attend learning sessions.  This 

can provide flexibility to learners and could help organizations reduce their travel 

expenses that they spend for training.  They also provided the capacity for learner 

centered training which puts the learner at the center of the learning (Mogus et al., 2012).  

When instructional activities are learner centered the learner becomes active agents in 

their own learning.  VLEs offer learners the capacity to collaborate with each other and 

with instructors by using various technologies such as discussions boards, whiteboards, 

instant messaging, chat, and blogs.  Learners can also access countless content without 

leaving the VLEs (Oprius & Chicioreanu, 2012).      

VLEs are excellent delivery vehicles for blended learning (Limnious & Smith, 

2010).  Blended learning allows learners to participate in a face to face classroom and use 

the VLE to participate in online discussion forums or participate in simulations that 

support the face to face to learning (Limnious & Smith, 2010).  Another advantage of a 

VLE is its capacity to allow adult learners the opportunity to use their prior experiences 

to learn new information.  VLE can provide learners with individualize training curricula, 

social and simulated learning.  Individualized, social, and simulated learning promotes 

learners to use their prior experiences to make learning connections (Wood et al., 2010).  

This supports Dewey’s (1938) concept of experiential learning that purports learners 

learn best when they are afforded the opportunity to use prior experiences in their 

learning environments.  



47 

 

Research also indicated that VLEs had many benefits for instructors and 

educators.  These benefits included providing dashboards which provided analytics on 

learners’ performance, learners’ activities, learner attendance rates, and learners’ 

retention rates that could help provide very useful insights to decision makers (Limnious 

& Smith, 2010; Podgorelec & Kuhar, 2011)).  Mogus et al. (2012) agreed with Limnious 

and Smith’s viewpoint that VLEs afforded instructors with the opportunities to view 

learners’ activities inside the learning environments.  The VLE provided the capacity for 

instructors to run reports that provided information about learners’ activities.  Instructors 

could also upload learning content for classes and other learning materials and resources 

(Mogus et al., 2012).  VLEs also provide educators with the means to transform 

workforce learning (Mogus et al., 2012).  The review of the literature revealed many 

advantages that VLEs provides to learners, instructors, and educators.  However, there 

were some challenges that were identified.  The next section will identify some of 

challenges that were identified.  

Challenges in Virtual Learning Environments 

While technology supported environments provides many advantages and benefits 

to learners and instructors there are challenges that researchers have cited (Mayer, 2011).  

Technology supported environments could cause a motivation overload on learners due 

to the requirement for higher motivation that is needed for learner engagement (Mayer, 

2011).  Sometimes retention can be a challenge in technology-supported education due to 

cognitive overload (Sherman et al., 2010).  Low completion rates and high dropout rates 

are also challenges for technology-supported learning.  Research has revealed some 
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contributing factors to the high dropout rates for technology supported environments such 

as online and e-learning, and VLEs included: (a) competing interest from home, school 

and work, (b) lack of technical support, (c) expectations not met from faculty, (d) feelings 

of anxiety, and (e) feeling overwhelmed (Muller as cited in Sherman et al., 2010).  Costs 

associated with design and development of VLES can also propose challenges for 

organizations.  Technology-supported learning environments could present high costs due 

to integrations and design of the learning environment (Mayer, 2011). 

There are challenges involved with technology-supported learning environments 

but research indicated that overall learners were satisfied with online, distance education, 

and e-learning (Mogus et al., 2012).  The next section will address some of the learners’ 

attitudes and behaviors that were identified in VLEs. 

Learners’ Attitudes and Behaviors 

Mogus et al. (2012) research explored learners’ activities in a VLE and how those 

activities affected their performance.  The research used data mining and surveys to 

analyze how learners use discussion boards and course materials inside VLEs and their 

perceptions about using VLEs.  The survey results showed that learners felt that the VLE 

were useful and assisted their learning outcomes.   

Limnious and Smith (2010) performed an experiment with teachers and students 

to explore their views on learning in a VLE.  During the research teachers were provided 

training on how to teach and deliver learning content in VLEs.  They were asked to 

deliver learning content using traditional methods and to deliver the same content using a 

Blackboard virtual learning environment.  The teachers were provided with a 
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questionnaire designed to gather information on their attitudes about delivering online 

content in the VLE.  They were also asked to compare both environments.  The students 

were asked to attend learning sessions in both environments.  They were provided with a 

questionnaire after the learning sessions to compare their learning experience in both 

environments and to gather feedback on their learning experiences in the virtual learning 

environment.  Table 2, provides a sampling of the questions on the questionnaire that 

Limnious and Smith provided to the student participants.  The results of Limnious and 

Smith research indicated that learners felt that VLEs provided them with the opportunity 

to have greater interaction with online learning.  Limnious and Smith’s research also 

indicated that learners’ views and attitudes on learning in VLEs were based heavily on 

their perception of the usefulness of the VLE to aid them in achieving their learning 

outcomes.  The results from this research supported Yu & Yu (2010) and Mohr et al. 

(2012) findings on technology acceptance.   

Instructors’ Roles and Training 

VLEs will alter the traditional role of instructors and teachers.  Instructors’ 

instructional skills and competencies for delivering instruction in VLEs must be 

addressed.  Teaching in VLEs will require a different set of competencies than those 

required in traditional learning environments.  If instructors do not possess these 

competencies training must be available for them (Gausch, Alvarez, & Espasa, 2010).  

Instructors will have to communicate quite differently in a VLE than they do in a 

traditional learning environment. The reason for this phenomenon is that in VLEs 

instructors are not in the same space as their students nor can they physically observe 
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their students (Gausch, et al, 2010). The VLE can limit instructors’ abilities to make 

instructional adjustments because instructors cannot physically observe their students.  

Instructors teaching in a VLE will also have to share control of the learning environment 

because in the VLE students will have the capacity to become knowledge producers. 

Some instructors may find it very hard to share control with students.  They will require 

training to learn these skills (Gausch et al., 2010).  Additionally, instructors who have 

never taught in a VLE will have to be trained on how to use the functionalities for 

instructional purposes (Liminous & Smith, 2010).   

Gausch et al.’s case study of a teacher-training program designed to explore the 

competencies required for teaching in virtual learning environments revealed that 

teachers needed to be able to perform the following task in order to be effective 

instructors in a VLE;. 

• Ability to read texts 

• Ability to debate in a forum 

• Ability to facilitate collaborative exercises and  

• Ability to teach content 

• Ability to upload content and other multimedia technology 

• Ability to use a computer 

• Ability to plan activities 

Limnious and Smith (2010) completed a study on teachers and students 

perspectives on teaching and learning through VLEs.  In this study teachers were given 

training on how to develop and integrate online courses into their instructional approach 
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and on how use the functionalities of Blackboard to do instructional activities (Limnious 

& Smith, 2010, p. 647).  A questionnaire was also given to teachers to gather information 

on their prior teaching experience and their prior experience using educational tools to 

provide instruction to students.  The results from the questionnaire revealed that 75.76% 

of the teachers felt that the online learning module course was the most useful feature in 

the VLE, 48.48 % felt that assessments was the most useful feature in the VLE, 48.88% 

felt that announcement was the most useful in the VLE, and 42.42% felt that the 

discussion board was the most useful feature in VLEs.  Teachers’ comments indicated 

that they  felt that they needed more support and training in order to be more effective at 

delivering online courses in the VLE. 

Assessments 

Assessments and evaluations are necessary to measure program effectiveness, 

instructor effectiveness, knowledge acquisition, and performance.  Popham (2010) argued 

that it is important to know what one is trying to access when constructing a test or an 

evaluation tool.  The impetus behind the construction of an evaluation or test is the 

purpose.  The evaluations and tests will be designed to provide inferences as to whether 

or not the instructional materials, instructional approach, and training philosophy were 

effective in providing learners with the necessary skills to perform the learning objectives 

of the training.  VLEs allow learners to take quizzes, tests, and exams (Mogus et al, 

2012).  

 Training in the workplace is aimed at improving performance.  Alternate 

assessments will allow learners to take performance based testing.  Performance based 
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testing is critical to organizational effectiveness.  Furthermore, performance based 

assessments helps some learners increase their engagement levels.  

 Some learners are more prone to stay engage in training if they know that they 

will have to complete some form of performance assessment during or after the training 

session (Mooney & Bergin, 2014). Mooney & Bergin argued that in order for training to 

be effective and engaging in VLE there must be some type of assessment for learners to 

complete.   

Assessments in Virtual Learning Environments 

Evaluating the effectiveness of VLEs provides critical and important information 

to learning leaders in organizations. This information can ultimately affect organizational 

effectiveness.  Horton (2005) argued that new programs such as e-learning and VLEs 

should evaluate learners’ reaction and how they felt about the learning in order to justify 

continue usage.  According to Garrett and McMahon (2013) some of the factors that 

should be evaluated in VLEs are: (a) learner interaction and engagement, (b) learners 

attitudes and behavior characteristics, (c) instructor attitudes and behavior characteristics, 

and (d) knowledge acquisition.  According to Kaufman et al. (2006) the questions that 

should be asked should lead to results and outcomes. The following questions should be 

addressed to evaluate the effectiveness of delivering training in VLEs; 

• Did the learners like the training? 

• Did learners learn the course objectives? 

• Were learners able to transform their learning into performance? 

• Were the identified training gap closed? 
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• Was the curriculum appropriate for virtual learning environments?  

• Were the instructors’ deliveries of training effective? 

• How effective are VLEs as a learning space? 

• How cost effective are VLEs for delivery training. 

Park (2011) shared a different view of evaluations in VLEs than Garrett and 

McMahon (2013).  Park posited that there was a possibility that VLEs might require a 

different set of evaluation standards than traditional training classrooms.  According to 

Parks evaluations in VLEs should be focused on three main areas:  (a) content structure, 

(b) space configuration, and (c) communication pathways.  The VLE should also be 

evaluated to access its ease of use (Caminero et al., 2013) for users, instructors, and 

system administrators to perform their respective tasks.  

Evaluation tools and metrics must be developed to facilitate the evaluation of the 

VLEs. Performance tests and surveys are some of the tools that are used to evaluate 

learning and system functionalities in the VLE. Park (2011) designed a questionnaire to 

assess the effective of a VLE.  The questions on the questionnaire were designed to 

gather information on how learners felt about the site layout, the learning content, and the 

communication structure.  Additional features such as assignment submission, learners 

and external social space, learning and system resources, and overall learning experience 

were also addressed.  Garrett and McMahon (2013) used web-based questionnaires, 

observations, and input logs to evaluate learners’ interaction.  Performance measures to 

evaluated learners knowledge acquisition were also used as data collection tools to 

measure the effectiveness of their VLE.  Garrett and McMahon posited that Kirkpatrick’s 
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metrics for evaluating training effectiveness also provided an effective means to access 

VLEs.  The four levels of evaluation that Kirkpatrick developed were designed to 

measured learner reaction, knowledge acquisition, behavior characteristics, and 

organizational improvement.  Kirkpatrick’s evaluation model could also be used to 

evaluate the site, content structure and the communication structure in a VLE.  The 

results of Kirkpatrick’s evaluation will help learning leaders make inform decisions on 

the following: (a) how to best utilize the system, (b) external integrations, (c) 

customizations, and (d) software upgrades.  The information gathered from the 

evaluations will also provide learning leaders and stakeholders with the overall 

effectiveness of the VLE (Garrett & McMahon, 2013).  

Summary 

This study will add to the literature on training and learning in VLEs.  Although 

there is research available for learning motivation there is very limited research on 

motivation in technology based environments such as e-learning, online learning, and 

VLEs (Mayer, 2011).  There is also very scant research on training and learning in VLEs 

in the workplace.  Thus, motivation, training, and learning in VLEs in the workplace 

serve as a gap in the literature.  This study is designed to address this gap in the literature.  

The literature review for this case study consists of the conceptual framework and 

theories use to guide the study, a summary, and integration of the literature pertaining to 

training and learning in VLEs.  The topics for the literature review were guided by the 

research questions for the study.  
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VLEs are very diverse in size and capabilities (Adewale et al., 2012).  They have  

been giving various definitions by researchers. However, there are certain design 

characteristics that are common to all virtual learning environments  (Mogus et al., 2012). 

VLEs provide learners with the opportunity to learn in a very engaging and collaborative 

environment.  The fact that VLEs have the capacity to integrate multiple technologies 

makes them very attractive for corporate learning (Mogus et al., 2012).  VLEs offer many 

advantages.  Some of these include the opportunity to learn to learn in a learner focus 

environment, the opportunity to become contributors to their own learning, the capacity 

to connect prior learning experience with new learning, and the ability to collaborate with 

peers and instructors.  VLEs also provide learners with the opportunity to take 

assessments.  The assessments are essential in order for learning leaders to evaluate 

learning objectives, training programs and the learning environment.  The literature has 

indicated that VLEs bring many advantages to learners, instructors, and to the 

organization.  Researchers agree that learning leaders should evaluate VLEs to ascertain 

if they are effective learning environments.  The literature review revealed that 

instructional design, motivational design, and design characteristics were critical 

elements for designing an effective virtual learning environment.  Additionally, 

collaboration, social interaction, having a sense of place, and a sense of presence were 

also importance characteristics to have in a VLE in order for them to be engaging to 

learners. 

The majority of the studies on VLEs were done using a qualitative research 

design. Questionnaires and observations were the predominant data collection methods 
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used for research on VLEs, The use of a qualitative research design, questionnaires, and 

observations will help the researcher find out why a phenomenon is occurring and will 

serve as a strength (Mikropoulos & Natsis, 2011).  Some of the studies used experiments 

and pilot studies to investigate VLEs.  Although these methods can be beneficial to 

explore phenomena in VLEs they will not provide the best strategies to explore this case 

study.  This study was designed to explore the impact that VLEs have on adult learners’ 

motivation in the workplace.  The case study, surveys, and observations provided data on 

learners’ attitudes and what their experiences while learning in a VLE.  Chapter 3 will 

provide a detail discussion on the methodology used for the case study.  It will address 

participants, instruments, and data collection procedures that were used to explore the 

research. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to investigate how virtual learning 

environments impacted motivation in adult learners in the workplace.  Yin (2014) noted 

that a case study is a common research method used to investigate educational 

phenomena.  The aim of this research was to explore how engaging specific tasks and 

activities in a VLE affect learners’ motivation. The secondary aim was to understand why 

adult learners’ motivations are affected by these tasks and activities.  Additionally, the 

goal was to discover other factors related to VLEs that could affect adult learners’ 

motivations.  In this chapter, I discuss the following: (a) the research questions, (b) data 

collection and analysis strategies, (c) participants, (d) my relationship to the participants 

as the researcher, (e) sample selection, (f) validity, (g) reliability, and (h) ethics.  

Research Method and Design of the Study  

This study used a single instrumental qualitative case design to explore how VLEs 

affected motivation in adult learners in the workplace.  Creswell (2013) defined an 

instrumental case as a case focused on understanding a certain phenomenon.  Yin (2014) 

defined a case study as “an empirical inquiry that investigated contemporary phenomena 

in depth and within a real-world context especially when the boundaries between the 

phenomenon and context were not exactly clear evidence” (p. 16).  This study was 

consistent with Yin’s model of a case study.  VLEs are still considered as emerging 

technology, and the study was conducted in depth in a workplace setting.  Yin asserted 

that there is no set rule for choosing to use case study as a research method.  However, 

the impetus for the decision to use a case study or not to use a case study should be based 
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on the research question(s).  Yin also asserted that if the aim of the research question(s) is 

to answer how or why a social phenomenon occurs, then a case study is appropriate to 

use as a research strategy (p. 4).  The purpose of this study was to explore how a VLE 

impacted adult learners’ motivation in the workplace.  Therefore, a case study was 

appropriate to use for this study.  A case study is bounded by time and place (Creswell, 

2013; Yin, 2014).  As previously stated, the case study was done in a workplace setting 

over a 2-month period.  The participants in the study used a VLE to participate in 

professional development training.   

There were three research questions for this study.  The research questions were 

focused on trying to understand how adult learners’ autonomy and relatedness needs 

influenced motivation when using a VLE.  The secondary goal was to explore learners’ 

opinions and perceptions of a VLE.  The research questions for this study were as 

follows:  

• How do social and contextual factors influence adult learners’ autonomy and 

relatedness needs in a virtual learning environment?   

• How do adult learners’ beliefs about their technical skills influence their 

motivation to learn in a VLE?  

• How do learners’ preconceived beliefs about learning in a VLE impact their 

motivation to learn when using a VLE? 

Case Study Rationale  

A phenomenology study was considered as a possible approach to explore the 

research problem because a phenomenology study explores the lived experiences that 
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individuals have in relation to a phenomenon (Creswell, 2013).  However, understanding 

the experience that participants had about VLEs would have allowed me to address part 

of the research problem but not all of the research questions.  A narrative research design 

was also considered. A narrative research design also explores the lived experience of an 

individual.  A researcher uses the lived experience in a narrative study to tell a story 

about the phenomenon (Creswell, 2013).  Narrative design was not chosen as an 

appropriate research strategy because, like phenomenology research design, it would not 

have addressed the whole research problem or provided the best strategy for answering 

the research questions.   

Qualitative case study allowed me to gain a deeper and more detailed 

understanding of the issues by engaging with people in their environments (Creswell, 

2013).  After careful consideration of the research questions and issue under study, I 

chose instrumental case study as the best strategy.  An instrumental single case is 

concerned with exploring issues in one bounded case (Creswell, 2013). Creswell (2013) 

posited that qualitative case study is appropriate for researching issues that require the 

researcher to collect various forms of data such as interviews, observations, audiovisual 

materials, documents, and other artifacts in order to get a deep understanding of a real-

life phenomenon.  

The research questions also influenced the qualitative design (Yin, 2014).  In this 

study, the research questions were considered explanatory research questions.  Case 

studies are well suited to answering explanatory research questions (Yin, 2014).  Yin 
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(2014) noted that explanatory research questions address the “how and why’’ of a 

phenomenon (p. 10).   

Bounded Case 

Bounding the case is necessary after defining and selecting the unit of analysis in 

a case study.  Bounding the case refers to distinguishing the context for the case.  

Specifying the time period and place for the case study is part of establishing a bounded 

system (Yin, 2014).  This case was bounded by exploring motivation in adult learners age 

18 and older in the workplace who had participated in a specific VLE-supported training 

session.  The study was conducted over a 2-month time frame using a VLE as the 

delivery system.  

Detail and Contextual Understanding 

Case studies use multiple sources of in-depth information to study a real-life 

phenomenon (Creswell, 2013). Creswell (2013) argued “a case study is not a 

methodology but rather a design to study an object of the study as well as a product of the 

inquiry” (p. 97).  Theory development can also be done in some case studies (Yin, 2014).  

However, the purpose for this case study did not require theory development.  Patton 

(2002) argued, “A case study seeks to describe a unit in depth and in detail, holistically, 

and in context” (p. 55).  The purpose of this study was to explore how a VLE impacted 

adult learners’ motivation in the workplace. Multiple data collection techniques such as 

interviews, questionnaires, and participant observation were used in order to provide a 

detailed and holistic view of the case. 
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Role of the Researcher 

In a qualitative study, the researcher acts as the key instrument (Janesick, 2011).  

My role as the researcher was to solicit and select the participants, perform the interviews 

with the participants, gather data for field journals, complete the observations on the 

participants and the VLE, administer the surveys, and interpret and analyze data.  The 

survey was used to further analyze the responses from the interviews.  I was not an active 

participant in the VLE.  Additionally, I did not have any personal or professional 

relationships with any of the participants. 

Participant Selection 

The research population consisted of eight adult learners (18 years of age and 

older) from a federal government workplace who had previous experience participating 

in learning activities in a virtual learning.  Purposeful sampling was used in this case 

study to recruit participants.  In purposeful sampling, only participants, and locations 

with the greatest potential to be most useful in answering questions about the issue under 

study should be selected (Creswell, 2013; Patton, 2002; Yin, 2014). 

Yin (2014) suggested that at least four and no more than five case studies in any 

one single study should be used in order to prevent the study from losing its in-depth 

detail. This study consisted of a single case.  The training officer from the federal 

government organization provided the class rosters from the training class that would be 

observed in the study.  Employees from the class rosters were contacted via email to 

request their participation in the study.  The particular site was chosen because it used a 

VLE to deliver training.  
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Instrumentation 

The quality of a qualitative case study is predicated on the strategies that the 

researcher employs to obtain validity and reliability for the study.  The validity and 

reliability of the study depend on the experience of the researcher in interviewing, 

observing, and analyzing the data (Janesick, 2011).  The interview protocol, survey, and 

direct observation protocol were the primary instruments used for this study. 

Instrument Protocol 

A semistructured interview was used in this case study to help answer the 

research questions and understand the phenomenon of interest.  The questions in the 

interview were related to the three research questions and the two conceptual frameworks 

used in the study.   Creswell (2013) suggested that “questions in the interview should 

consist of a subset of questions from the research questions in the study and should be 

further refined through pilot testing” (p. 165).  Ten interview questions were developed 

for the semistructured interview.  The interview questions were peer reviewed to 

determine their appropriateness.  An interview protocol was developed and used as a 

guide to assist me in conducting the interviews.  See Appendix A for the interview 

protocol.  The interview protocol helped me to ensure consistency throughout the 

interview (Patton, 2002).  

The survey consisted of 10 statements.  The content for the survey was developed 

from an existing survey.  The questions were revised from the E-Learning System 

Attitudes and Continuance Intentions Survey developed by Roca and Martinez (2006) 

and the Instructional Material Motivation Survey created by Keller (2010).  Only the self-
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efficacy portions of the original surveys were used in the revised survey.  The questions 

were revised by replacing the phrase e-learning systems with virtual learning 

environments in order to be more specific, and tasks associated with the VLE were added 

to the survey.  Permission to use the E-Learning System Attitudes and Continuance 

Intentions Survey was granted for educational and noncommercial purposes (Appendix 

G).  Permission to use the Instructional Material Motivation Survey was granted for 

educational purposes (Appendix H).  The survey was developed and administered using 

Survey Monkey.  An email with a link to the survey and instructions for taking the survey 

was emailed to each participant. The survey was anonymous and was used to assess self- 

motivation of the participants and to support the results of the interview.  Each survey 

was measured using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly 

agree (5).  A copy of the survey can be found in Appendix B. 

An observation protocol was developed to guide me through the observation 

activities of the participants in the training sessions. The observation protocol related to 

the three research questions. A copy of the observation protocol can be found in 

Appendix C.  

Content Validity  

Content validity is concerned with ensuring that the data collection instrument 

consists of the appropriate items to measure or evaluate the phenomenon under study.  

The researcher often makes a judgment call to determine whether the instrument is 

sufficient to cover the whole phenomenon (Kothari 2004).  A researcher can also set up a 

panel of experts to assist in making a determination on whether the instrument is 
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appropriate to cover the phenomenon under study (Kothari, 2004).  A panel of three 

instructional designers from my professional organization reviewed the interview 

questions to determine if the content was appropriate for the field of research.  All of the 

instructional designers had over 10 years’ experience in instructional design. The 

dissertation committee reviewed the questions for the interview design. 

Data Collection 

A data collection plan was used to describe the strategies and data sources that 

would determine how I would get the information that was needed to answer the research 

questions within the conceptual framework of the study (Yin, 2014).  The data sources 

for this research consisted of semistructured interviews, questionnaires, and direct 

observation of the learners’ behavior while participating in the VLE.  Collecting data for 

a case study requires the researcher to go out into the real world and deal with real people 

and situations (Yin, 2014).  Conducting fieldwork is the primary activity in qualitative 

studies.  The researcher must come into contact with participants who are in their own 

settings.  This requires excellent communication skills in order to make the participants 

feel that they are not being intruded upon (Patton, 2002).  Data collection actually starts 

after a research problem has been identified and the research design plan has been 

developed (Patton, 2002).  Data collection for this study started after I gained approval 

from the Institutional Review Board (IRB approval number 04-04-16-0316408).  After 

receiving the participants’ consent, I emailed a survey link with instructions for the 

surveys to them, and I coordinated the scheduling of their observations and interviews.  

Data collection from questionnaires was conducted online using Survey Monkey.  Data 
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collection for the interviews, questionnaires, and observations was conducted over 3 

months.  All interviews were recorded using a digital voice recorder and a Live Scribe 

Smart Pen as backup.  The supporting organization’s human resource specialist provided 

me with access to the organization’s VLE so that I could observe the participants’ 

interaction in the training sessions.   

Interviews 

Interviews are among the most common but critical sources of evidence gathered 

in a case study (Yin 2014).  The quality of an interview is predicated on the skills of the 

interviewer.  The role of the interviewer is to get information from the respondents.  

Interviews allow respondents to provide information about how they see the problem or 

issues through their lens (Merriam, 1998).  Interviews are also used to get information 

from respondents that cannot be collected from direct observation (Patton, 2002).  

Following the advice of Yin (2014), the respondents selected for the interviews were 

selected based on their experience learning in a VLE and meeting the age requirements of 

18 years or older.  I completed additional training on interview techniques by doing some 

of the interview exercises created by Janesick (2011).  Each of the eight interviews was 

conducted over the telephone.  The duration of each interview was approximately one 

hour.  As stated previously, all of the interviews were audio recorded using an Olympus 

digital voice recorder and were transcribed by an external transcriber.   

Follow-Up Interviews 

Follow-up interviews may be needed to get clarity from participants on answers 

from an initial interview.  During the initial interview, the participants were informed that 
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they would be contacted through email for a follow-up interview if additional information 

was needed.  A follow-up interview may be needed during transcription or analysis 

(Janesick, 2011).  However, no follow-up interviews were needed for this case study. 

Interview Questions 

The interview questions were related to the research questions and the conceptual 

frameworks used in the study.  The interview questions covered everything that was to be 

measured (Yin, 2014).  The sequencing of interview questions varies according to 

interviewing strategy (Patton, 2002).  For example, a fixed sequence of questions should 

be used for standardized open-ended interviews.  This is due to the fact that standardized 

open-ended interviews have a structured format (Patton, 2002).  A fixed sequence of 

questions was used in the interviews for this study. All participants were asked the same 

questions.  Tables 2 and 3 list the interview questions as they relate to the research 

questions and conceptual framework.   
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Table 2 
 
Participant Interview Questions’ Relationship to the Research Questions  

Research questions 

Interview questions 
RQ1: 

Impact on 
motivation 

RQ2:  
Influence of 

technical 
skills 

RQ3:  
Preconceived 

beliefs 

Conceptual 
framework 

How do you engage with other 
learners in the virtual learning 
environment? 

X   Constructivism 

How do you engage with your 
instructor in the virtual learning 
environment? 

X   Constructivism 

Describe your experiences learning 
in the virtual learning 
environment. 

X X X Constructivism 

What technology (ies) used in the 
virtual learning environment 
made the learning environment 
engaging? 

X X  Constructivism 

How did any preconceived ideas 
about virtual learning 
environments affect your desire 
to want to use it to take training 
courses? 

X  X Constructivism 

How did your computer skills 
impact your learning experience 
in the virtual learning 
environment? 

X X  Self-
determination 

How were you able to control your 
own learning in the virtual 
learning environment? 

X   Self-
determination 

Describe your experience with the 
technical support you received 
while using the virtual learning 
environment.  

X X  Self-
determination 

How did the ease of use in the 
virtual learning environment 
impact your learning 
experience? 

X X X Self-
determination 

How was the training relevant to 
you? 

X  X Self-
determination 
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Field Notes 

Field notes are essential to data collection for qualitative inquiry.  Field notes 

were taken from the interviews and from observing the participants and the physical 

settings where the observation took place (Yin, 2014).  A field journal was used to record 

details about the research settings and the direct observations.  Initially, the field notes for 

the study were handwritten in a field journal.  They were later typed using Microsoft 

Word and integrated into the case study database as recommended by Yin (2014). 

Data Analysis Plan 

The data analysis in qualitative research is interpretive which means that there is 

no exact method for performing the task (Cohen et al., 2007).  A data analysis plan was 

used to depict the analytic process.  Wilkinson (2000) opined that a data analysis plan 

should be consider because it can serve as a guide and it will help the researcher to do an 

audit trail.  

Data analysis can start at the beginning of data collection, during data collection 

or after data collection (Yin, 2014).  The data analysis for this study started after the 

direct observations.  Maxwell (2013) and Miles et al. (2014) suggested that data analysis 

could be done concurrently with data collection.  The data from the direct observations 

consisted of field notes from observing the training in the VLE.  However, the analysis 

for the interviews started after the information was transcribed (Maxwell, 2013) due to 

the fact that it had to be coded before analyzing it (Wilkerson, 2000).  According to Miles 

et al. (2014) “code in qualitative research is a construct created by the researcher that 

symbolizes and attributes interpreted meaning to each individual datum for later purposes 
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of pattern detection, categorization, theory building and other analytic process” (p. 72).   

Inductive coding was used for this study. Inductive coding is generated from the 

descriptions provided by the participants in the study.  This could help eliminate 

researcher bias because according to Miles et al. (2014) inductive coding provides less 

chance for the researcher to try to fit the data to a conceptual framework or theory.  All of 

the interviews were transcribed, coded, and categorized and placed into themes. The 

themes were constructed and put into pattern codes (Maxwell, 2014).  The interview 

transcripts were coded based on experiences, beliefs, attitudes, and opinions.  Data from 

the surveys were used to support the interviews and observations.  The field notes from 

the direct observations were coded, categorized, and organized into the themes selected 

from the interviews.  Miles et al. (2014) noted, “pattern codes are assembled into the 

following: (a) categories or themes, (b) causes/explanations, (c) relationships among 

people, and (d) theoretical constructs” (p. 87).  After putting the data into pattern codes 

the next step was to put them into matrices and then into networks.  Analytic “memoing” 

was also used to record my thoughts and reflection about the data. NVivo 11 software 

was used to organize code and analyze the data from the study.  Figure 1 below provides 

an illustration of Nvivo 11 for the organization of the folders was how the data from the 

interviews, surveys, and observations were stored for analysis.  
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Figure 1. Screenshot of NVivo 11 layout for data collection folders. 

Internal Validity 

Internal validity is concerned with issues of trustworthiness and credibility and 

making sure that the information is meaningful (Merriam, 1998).  It is also concerned 

with the question: are the findings of the study logical and rational (Miles, Huberman & 

Saldana, 2014)?  Miles et al. (2014) argued that some researchers believed that the term 

internal validity was a quantitative construct and therefore should not be used in 

qualitative research.  These researchers argued that the terms verisimilitude and 

persuasively written account should be used instead.  Wolcott (1990) as cited in (Miles et 

al, 2014) argued that validity should be replaced with presenting a deep understanding of 

the phenomenon.  Miles et al (2014) believed that the write up of the research was the 

most important factor when it came down to whether to use the term internal validity.  
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The opposing qualitative researchers argued that using the term internal validity in 

qualitative research presents a more robust stance toward qualitative research (Miles et al, 

2014).  Some considerations for ensuring internal validity are: 

(a) Ensure that the data used in the research is related to the theoretical theories 

and conceptual frameworks, (b) ensure that instruments used to access the issues 

under observation actually access the issues under observations, (c) ensure that 

meaningful rich thick descriptions are presented, and (d) allow for participants to 

verify that the conclusions from the data collection were correct. (Miles et al, 

2014, p. 313) 

Triangulation of the data collection and getting participants feedback on the 

interpretations of the interviews and observations are other ways that will improve 

internal validity (Merriam, 1998).  The strategy of triangulating the data was used in this 

study as a means to improve the internal validity.  

Researcher bias and reflexivity are also threats to internal validity that the 

researcher must develop a strategy to eliminate (Maxwell, 2013).  Researcher bias is 

concerned with choosing the data from the research that fits the research paradigm, 

conceptual framework or theoretical framework.  Reflexivity is concerned with the 

researcher’s influence on the research setting or research instrument (Maxwell, 2013).  

As a mitigating strategy for research bias and reflexivity, the respondents’ words were 

transcribed exactly from the audio recording.  Maxwell (2013) warned that researcher 

bias would exist. However, the important barrier to allowing it to become a threat is to 

recognize it and to honestly put forth the effort to address it. Other strategies that were 
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used to help mitigate reflexivity were (a) respondents were not led into answering the 

questions (b) respondents were not convince to change their responses to the questions, 

and (c) spending enough time in the field to get an in depth understanding of the issue 

under research.  These strategies were used to help improve internal validity (Creswell, 

2009).  

External Validity 

Validity is concerned with ensuring that the findings of the research are correct 

and accurate from the perspective of the researcher and the participants (Creswell, 2009).  

External validity is concerned with how much of the research findings can be generalized 

from the research environment and samples to other research environments and samples 

(Yin, 2014).  Internal generalizability is an important concern to consider when doing 

qualitative case studies (Maxwell, 2013).  The validity of the case study conclusion 

depends on the internal generalizability.  According to Maxwell (2013, p 137) “internal 

generalizability is concerned with the conclusion within the case, setting, or group 

studied, to persons, events, times, and settings that were not directly observed, 

interviewed, or otherwise represented in the data collection” (p. 137).  The aim or focus 

of a case study research is to get an in depth understanding of the phenomenon that is 

being study and to provide findings that have rich and thick descriptions of the 

interpretations and analysis (Merriam, 1998).  A rich and thick description means that a 

thorough and complete identification of the phenomenon that is under study is described 

(Merriam, 1998).  Providing rich and thick description help readers to determine if a 

case’s finding can be transferred to their situation or to other similar situations (Merriam, 



73 

 

1998). 

Guba and Lincoln (1981) noted that the role of qualitative research is to 

emphasize, describe, evaluate, compare, identify, conjure images, and provide for the 

reader a sense of participating in the research environment (p.149).  Achieving this could 

bring about user generalizability.  User generalizability refers to providing enough 

descriptions of the case and letting the user or reader decide if the findings from the 

research can be generalized from one situation to another (Merriam, 1998).  Thus, it can 

be assumed that external validity can be obtained when there is ample, rich, and thick 

descriptions provided for the case.  The structure of the research questions can also help 

or limit external validity.  The research questions should be “how” and “why” questions 

in order to help bring about analytic generalizations (Yin, 2014).  Analytic 

generalizations are contrasts to statistical generalizations.  Yin (2014) noted that “an 

analytic generalization consist of a carefully posed theoretical statement, theory, or 

theoretical proposition”.  Yin also noted, “analytic generalizations could take the form of 

lessons learned, working hypothesis, or principles that are believed to be applicable to 

other situations” (p. 68).  Extrapolation is another concept that can be used by researchers 

to ensure external validity.  It is similar to the concept of analytic generalizations.  

According to Patton (2002) extrapolations are “logical, thoughtful, case derived and 

problem oriented” (p.584). Extrapolations allow users to reflect on how the findings of 

the research can be used for analogous situations but not necessary the same situation. 

Guba and Lincoln (1981) as cited in Patton (2002) suggested that qualitative 

researchers exchange the concept of generalizations to transferability and fittingness 
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when presenting their findings.  Transferability is thought to be possible if there were 

similarity between two settings.  The degree of transferability depends on the degree of 

similarity of the two settings.  Fittingness refers to the degree of congruence between two 

settings.  If both settings are congruent, then a fit will occur.  The responsibility for 

determining the transferability resides with whoever is doing the generalizing.  External 

validity was enhanced in this study by providing a rich, thick description, an in depth 

understanding of the case, and a thorough description of the research context.  

Additionally, a complete description of the sample population and other processes were 

used in the research to allow readers to compare with other research settings and 

populations were provided (Miles et al, 2014).  

Reliability 

The purpose for reliability in a study is to ensure the quality of the research. The 

process used to interpret and present the data and the techniques used to collect and 

analyze the data will ultimately determine the validity and reliability of the data 

(Merriam, 1998).  Reliability is met when the procedures in the research are repeatable by 

other researchers and that they come to the same findings and conclusions as the original 

research if they follow the steps and procedures of the original research.  According to 

Merriam reliability in a research design is predicated on a single postulate.  In order to 

make this happen, the research steps and procedures should be carefully documented 

though out the research (Yin, 2014).  Yin suggested that a case study protocol and a case 

study database be developed and used for the data collection phase of the research in 

order to ensure that reliability is obtained.  Additionally, there are other strategies that 
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researchers can use to increase the reliability of the instruments and the overall study.  

Since the researcher is the primary instrument in a qualitative study getting extra training 

and coaching in collecting and analyzing the data will help improve reliability (Merriam, 

1998).  Triangulation, which consists of using multiple methods of data collection and 

analysis and incorporating an audit trail which consists of having another person verify 

the findings, are other techniques that could help to ensure that reliability is met 

(Merriam, 1998).   Recommendations on how to ensure reliability from Yin and Merriam 

were implemented in the study to help to ensure that reliability was met.  The techniques 

below were used in the study to help make sure that the standards for reliability were 

realized: 

• Case study protocol  

• Case study data base  

• Steps in the procedures used for data collection and analysis was documented 

• Triangulation method in data collection and analysis 

• Audit trail 

• Peer review for the interview instrument  

A Qualitative Analysis Documentation Form created by Miles et al (2014) was used to 

document the steps and procedures in the analysis process.  The Qualitative Analysis 

Documentation Form will also indicate to other researchers that rigorous procedures were 

used in the case study.  The Qualitative Analysis Documentation Form documents the 

steps and procedures: 

• Specific data sets that were used 
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• Procedural steps 

• Decision rules 

• Codes for analysis operations 

• Conclusions drawn from analysis operation  

• Research comments 

Lastly, the Qualitative Analysis Documentation Form helped to improve the analysis 

tasks and it helped to conduct an audit trail of the analysis process (Miles at al., 2014).  

Ethical Procedures 

Qualitative researchers must be aware of the many potential ethical issues that 

they may face when gathering data for research.  Creswell (2013) stated “ethical issues 

loom large in the data collection phase of qualitative research” (p. 174).  In order to 

protect participants’ rights, confidentially and privacy qualitative researchers must first 

be aware of the potential dangers that can occur when ethical issues are not addressed.  

Then they must design strategies that will help to safeguard the participant’s anonymity 

and private data.  

In following IRB guidelines, participants were informed that they were being 

solicited to be a part of a study.  The participants were also informed of the purpose of 

the study and they were informed that they were free to stop participating at any point in 

the study.  I was honest and truthful throughout the data collection and analysis phase of 

the research.  

An informed consent was emailed to each name on the class rosters that was 

provided to me from the supporting organization [see Appendix E].  Each person that 
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wanted to participate in the study provided his or her consent through email.  Only those 

who provided their consent was interviewed, sent a survey, and observed [see Appendix 

E].   

 The informed consent form addressed the following points;   

• Rights of the participants  

• The purpose of the data collection activities 

• Who will use the information and how the information was used 

• Risks and rewards involved in being a participant in the research (Creswell, 

2013; Patton 2002).  

Participants were informed that their confidentiality would be protected and their 

names would not be used.  They were informed of the risks and benefits involved in 

being participants.  All informed consent forms were emailed to the participants prior to 

the start of the data collection.  Participants were asked to email the informed consent 

form back to my email address stating that they consented to participating in the study.  

All Institutional Review Boards (IRB) procedures were strictly followed 

throughout the data collection and analysis process.  Permission to gain access to 

participants was requested from the participant’s organization.  All promises made to the 

participants were strictly adhered to.  Finally, to help improve ethnics my personal 

experiences were not shared with the participants during the interview process.  Sharing 

personal experience in the interview process can compromise the amount of information 

the participants will share (Creswell, 2013).   
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The storage of data is also an ethical concern that should be addressed in 

qualitative research. Serious consideration should be given to who will have access to the 

data and how will the data be handled and secured (Creswell, 2013).  I controlled the data 

handling in this study.  All data was backed up on an external hard drive data and safely 

secured in my home office.  An Olympus digital voice recorder was used to record the 

phone interviews.  The information from the digital voice recorder was downloaded to a 

flash drive for back up and safely secured in my locked file cabinets.  The interviews 

were also downloaded from the Olympus digital voice recorder to my document file and 

then emailed to the external transcriber for transcription.  Lastly, pseudonyms were used 

for all names used in data analysis in order to protect the confidentially of the 

participants’ name and their professional work place. 

Summary 

The purpose of this qualitative study is to investigate how VLEs impacted 

motivation in adult learners.  Three research questions were used to explore students’ 

feelings and attitudes about learning in a virtual learning environment. A case study 

inquiry was used to do an in depth investigation into how learners learned in VLEs. 

Data collection consisted of interviews, surveys, and observations.  The interview 

questions were peer reviewed as a measure to validate the interview instrument.  The 

survey used in the study was developed from an existing survey.  An interview protocol 

was used to help maintain consistency for the line of inquiry and an observation protocol 

was used as a guide for the direct observations. 
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Participants for the study were solicited from a class roster provided by the 

supporting organization.  All of participants were informed of their rights and the purpose 

of the research.   

Ensuring quality for the research and ensuring that the research is correct and 

accurate are very important in order for the research to be beneficial and useful.  

Reliability and validity are measures for this purpose.  To ensure that the standards for 

reliability and validity were achieved a triangulation from multiple sources such as: 

interviews, observations, and surveys were used.  Additionally, a case study database, 

member checking, and pattern matching was used.  Lastly, NVivo 11 software was used 

to analyze the data and coding was used to categorize data into data chunks and to 

develop patterns and themes.   

Qualitative research involves fieldwork and contact with individuals in their 

natural settings.  Therefore, it is very critical that the researcher follow ethical 

procedures.  Steps were taken to ensure that ethical procedures were followed.  One main 

procedure used was to ensure that all individuals that would be participants for study 

were provided with an informed consent form.  The informed consent of each individual 

was received before they were allowed to participate.  The informed consent form served 

to inform the participants of the purpose of the interview, their rights, and to let them 

know that they could terminate the interview at any time.  It also informed the 

participants that their confidentially and the confidentially of their organizations would 

be maintained at all times.  Another measure used to ensure that ethical procedures were 
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followed was gaining approval to collect data for the study from the IRB.  The 

procedures from IRB were strictly adhered to. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

The purpose of this descriptive case study was to explore the impact that learning 

in a VLE had on adult learners’ motivation in the workplace.  The study was based on 

data collected from interviews, direct observations, and surveys.  The data were collected 

from eight adult federal government employees age18 and older who had previous 

experience taking training in a VLE.  This section includes settings, demographics, data 

collection, data analysis, themes, evidence of trustworthiness, credibility and 

transferability, dependability and confirmability, and results.  It concludes with a 

summary of the study.   

Setting 

The federal government agency that sponsored the study was located in the 

western region of the country. A VLE was used for the training sessions.  The VLE that 

was used for the training was a design information space for web-based, online, and 

distance training that allowed for the implementation of multiple technologies.  This was 

consistent with the definition of a VLE provided by Dillenbourg (2000).  The virtual 

learning was integrated with Blackboard and allowed for video streaming and Adobe 

Connect.  The VLE also afforded learners the capacity to register for courses and 

trainings, manage their training requirements, print certificates, run reports, take exams 

and surveys, and upload documents.  Instructors could upload training courses and 

content, manage their classroom trainings, grade exams, and run reports.   

Two separate training classes were observed. One class consisted of a seminar for 

retirement planning, and the other training consisted of project planning.  Both training 
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sessions consisted of 8 hours of content covered in 4-hour segments over 2 days.  Both of 

the training sessions were listed as professional development.  Attendance of the training 

classes was voluntary.  Registration and supervisor approval for the training were done 

through the organization’s VLE, and the classroom instruction was delivered using 

Adobe Connect Pro.  Learners were able to log into the VLE and access the link for the 

Adobe Connect meeting.  Participants completed the evaluations for the training sessions 

in the VLEs. The training was delivered synchronously, and the instructor could be seen 

via video camera on the Adobe Connect session.  Participants could communicate with 

the instructor and other learners using chat and audio.  They could choose between using 

their phones to dial into the session or used the audio with Adobe Connect Pro.  

Participants also had the option to click on various icons to take quizzes, complete polls, 

and raise their hands to ask questions.  Additionally, participants had the option to share 

their screens and be placed in breakout rooms for collaboration with each other.   

Demographics 

The participants were located on the West Coast and consisted of five males and 

three females.  All participants acknowledged that they were between 40 and 50 years of 

age, and all had a 4-year college degree.  The data for the demographics were collected 

from the introduction interview question.  Participants were asked if they were between 

the ages of 18 and 29; 30 and 40; or 40 and 50.  The responses for the first interview 

question, which asked the participants to describe their experience learning in the VLE, 

revealed that all of the participants had at least 1 year of experience taking courses and 

training in the VLE.  The participants in the study are identified as Tatiana, Lyanardrah, 
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Kimaggio, Leonnard, Jaylard, Jacai, Azariah, and Lyrick. These pseudonyms are used to 

protect the confidentiality of the participants and the organization by which they were 

employed.  Table 3 provides information pertaining to the participants’ demographics.   

Table 3 
 
Participant Demographics 

 Pseudonym  Gender 
 

Age Experience 
using VLE 

  Participant 1 
 

Tatiana F    40- 50 1-5 yr  

  Participant 2 Lyanardrah F 40-50        1-5 yr 

  Participant 3 
 
  Participant 4 
 
  Participant 5 
 
  Participant 6 
 
  Participant 7 
 
  Participant 8 

Kimaggio 
 
Leonnard 
 
Jaylard 
 
Jacai 
 
Azariah 
 
Lyrick 

M 
 

M 
 

M 
 

M 
 

F 
 

M 

40-50 
 

40-50 
 

40-50 
 

40-50 
 

40-50 
 

40-50 

1-5 yr 
 
 
1-5 yr 
 
1-5 yr 
 
1-5 yr 
 
1-5 yr 
 
1-5 yr 
 

     

Data Collection 

The data collected in the study were organized into folders on a desktop 

computer. The data collection consisted of recorded interviews, transcripts, field notes 

from the observations, and surveys.  An interview protocol and an observation protocol 

were used to guide the interviews and observations.  All handwritten notes from the 

interviews and the observations were placed in separate folders and secured in a locked 
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file cabinet in my home office.  The audio recorder and flash drives were also secured in 

the locked file cabinet.   

A survey link was emailed to each of the eight participants after receiving their 

consent to participate in the study.  Participants were asked to rate their level of 

agreement with the statements on a 5-point Likert scale.  The online survey was based on 

Keller’s motivational questionnaire (see Appendix B).  All surveys were completed over 

a 60-day period.  The surveys were downloaded from Survey Monkey into a portable 

document format (PDF) and saved in a folder on the hard drive. 

The observations were scheduled with each participant.  I was allowed access to 

the Adobe Connect meeting where I was able to observe the participants in their learning 

environment.  I observed three participants in the retirement seminar training for 4 hours 

for 2 days, and I observed five participants in the project planning session for 4 hours for 

2 days.  An observation protocol was used to guide the observation (see Appendix C).  

The observation consisted of observing the following: 

• Learning environment 

• How the session began 

• Chronology of events 

• Interaction that took place between instructor and participants 

• Interaction that took place between participants 

• Instructional activities 

• Program activities 

• Participant behaviors 
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• Closure of training session 

The training sessions were 35 days apart, and eight observations were completed 

over 65 days.  Field notes were taken from the observation of the learning environment 

and the exchanges with the participants and instructor using chat messages, audio, 

polling, and annotation tools.  The interviews were scheduled for all eight participants 

and were conducted over a period of 90 days.  Each interview was completed over the 

telephone and lasted approximately one hour.  All eight interviews were audio recorded.  

Copies of the recordings were emailed to the external transcriber.  After each interview 

was transcribed and emailed back to me, the transcript was stored in a folder for later 

review.  The data collection process was completed over a 90 day period.  The 

interviews, observations, and surveys were collected to answer the research questions 

identified for the study.  

Data Analysis 

The transcripts and data from the surveys and observations were uploaded into 

NVivo 11.  The transcripts from the interviews, the field notes from the observations, and 

the surveys were uploaded into NVivo 11, where the data were coded and analyzed.  All 

of the steps in the data collection and analysis were followed as previously discussed in 

Chapter 3. To identify and keep track of the data, each participant was assigned a 

pseudonym.  All of the data were uploaded into a separate folder in NVivo 11.  First- and 

second-cycle coding was used to code the data.  First-cycle coding was used to group the 

material into chunks of data (Miles et al., 2014).  Second-cycle coding was used for each 

interview question and each interview.  NVivo coding was used for first-cycle coding.  
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NVivo coding uses participants’ own language in the data files as codes (Miles et al., 

2014).  I highlighted all of the similar phases from the participants, and I did a text and 

word query on NVivo 11 to find the words or texts that were used with the greatest 

frequency.  Second-cycle coding was used to find patterns and themes.  The themes were 

then loaded into folders on NVivo 11 called Nodes.  These Nodes allowed the storage of 

all related materials in one location.  This made it more convenient to look at all of the 

material to find patterns and connections.  NVivo 11 allowed me to use the system’s 

default color coding to code the data and place the data into themes.  Four themes were 

identified from the coding process.  The themes identified were accessibility, 

engagement, visual learning, and time.  The direct observations were analyzed to further 

examine the data from the interviews and surveys. The surveys were downloaded from 

Survey Monkey and analyzed to explore the impact on motivation and look for 

similarities and comparisons to the interview questions.  The surveys were also analyzed 

per question and summarized by Survey Monkey.  The results from the surveys are 

shown in Table 4.  
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Table 4 
 
Survey Results 

Survey question SD DA N A S
A 

RQ
1 RQ2 RQ3  

Accessing the virtual learning 
environment was easy for me. 1 1 1 2 3 

 
  

 
X 

 

There was something interesting at 
the beginning of this lesson that got 
my attention. 

0 1 2 4 1 
 

X 
  

The virtual learning environment 
was more difficult to navigate than 
I would like for it to be. 

4 2 1 1 0 
  

X 
 

I feel that I can receive quality 
training while learning using a 
virtual learning environment. 

1 1 1 2 3 
   

Completing this lesson successfully 
was important to me. 1 0 1 3 3 x   

The collaborative assignments kept 
my attentions. 0 1 2 2 3 

x   

The organization of the content 
helped me to be confident that I 
would learn this material. 
 

0 0 2 5 1 
 
x 

  

I believe that I have improved my 
learning experience by using the 
virtual learning environment. 

0 2 1 3 2 
   

X 

Finding course materials in the 
virtual learning environment was 
easy. 

1 0 2 5 0 
  

X 
 

I believe that I have control of the 
learning by using the virtual 
learning environment. 

1 0 2 2 3 
 
x 
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Themes 

Coding was used to organize the data for further analysis.  The data were color 

coded and used to construct the themes. Open coding was used to analyze the data.  Open 

coding involves creating patterns and themes that emerge from the data (Miles et al., 

2014).  NVivo coding was also used.  NVivo coding involved data that emerged from   

the interview responses.  Thematic analysis was used to discover any patterns and 

relationships that were associated with the data.  

The patterns, relationships, and themes were used to address the impact that VLEs 

have on adult learners’ motivation in the workplace.  Four themes were identified from 

the coding of the data that were collected from the interviews: 

1. Accessibility is a key benefit of learning in a VLE. 

2. Engaging with the instructor and others was important for having a positive 

experience in the VLE. 

3. Visual learning was critical to engagement 

4. Time was easily managed and controlled when learning in the VLE.   

Theme 1: Accessibility 

Accessibility is concerned with how accessible the learning environment, 

instructor, peer learners, and learning resources are to the learner.  The learning resources 

can consist of help desk personnel, technical hardware and software, learning materials, 

and learning content.  Theme 1 helped in exploring Research Question 1.  It was 

identified by exploring the participant responses to Interview Question 1.  Interview 

Question 1 asked respondents to describe their learning experiences in a VLE.  Seven out 
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of eight participants reported that being able to take the training without having to travel 

was very important to them and contributed to them having a good experience with the 

VLE.  Overall, the participants’ comments indicated that accessibility was an important 

benefit of learning in a VLE and that they felt that it was necessary in order to have a 

positive learning experience.  One of the respondents, Jacai, pointed out that accessibility 

meant more than just being able to access the learning materials and classroom.  He 

commented that he felt that accessibility also meant being able to have access to the 

instructors and learners.  He opined that instructor presence was lacking in the VLE as 

compared to the traditional classroom environment.  Jacai stated,  

Most of the training I have taken in the virtual learning environment has not been 

in real time and the instructor is not always available when you need them. You 

don’t get that immediate response that you might need at that time. 

Jacai’s statement was consistent with the literature on instructor presence.  Instructor 

presence and support are critical to learners feeling connected to the learning 

environment and having a positive learning experience (Cicco, 2015).  Additionally, 

when learners have access to other learners, these connections help to provide them with 

a sense of place and a sense of community (Sandy & Franco, 2015).  As discussed earlier 

in Chapter two, when learners have a sense of place and a sense of community, they will 

be more apt to be engaged in their learning (Sandy, & Franco, 2015).   

The participants cited the following factors that made the VLE more accessible 

for learning than the traditional classroom: (a) not having to travel to take training 

classes, (b) being able to control when and where they could take the training, and (c) 
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being able to connect with different learners in various locations at the same time.  They 

felt that these factors made the VLE more accessible than the traditional classroom 

environment.  Tatiana stated,  

Some of our classes are held downtown.  I live maybe about 40 miles south of 

downtown and the traffic is horrible.  Especially in the afternoon time, so I think 

that virtual training for me was the best because I was able to take the training 

from home. 

Kimaggio commented that he felt that being able to take training at his desk location was 

an advantage that the VLE afforded learners.  He stated, “The virtual learning 

environment allowed me to take the course right here at my desk.” 

Lyanardrah noted that being able to take asynchronous training in the VLE 

provided her with more accessibility than she could have received from a traditional 

classroom environment.  She stated, “I was able to choose when it fits my schedule.  I 

was able to take the training in the comfort of my own home.”  Lastly, Asariyah 

commented that she felt that the VLE provided more accessibility to organizations than 

traditional learning environments because it allowed them to send learners from around 

the country to same learning event without having them travel.  She also opined that this 

allowed organizations to save travel dollars.  She stated, “There can be people in Hawaii, 

there can be people in Florida, Washington, DC, just all over, just basically a click of a 

button and listening and watching and learning.”  

The comments made by the participants were consistent with the literature on 

accessibility being an advantage of training in a VLE. 
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Theme 2: Engagement 

Engagement is a key motivational construct. Research showed that the lack of 

engagement was highly correlated to poor motivation in learners (Hartnett et al., 2011).  

Social interaction in learning environments is the impetus for engagement (Hartnett et al., 

2011).  Theme 2 was identified from the respondents’ responses to interview question 

three and four.  Participants were asked to discuss how they engage with other learners in 

the VLE and Interview Question 4 asked participants to discuss how they engage with the 

Instructor in the VLE.  While exploring the themes, it was noted that all of the 

respondents welcomed the opportunity to be able to relate to each other and the instructor 

in the learning environment.  For example, Jaylard stated, “Just the act alone to be able to 

engage with other people virtually and, and get things done is really awesome.”  The 

participants also communicated that engaging with the instructor and other learners were 

important for having a positive learning experience in the VLE.  

The responses from the participants revealed that they felt that the VLE had the 

necessary technology that would allow them to engage with the instructor and other 

learners.  Email was one technology outside of the VLE that participants commented that 

they felt was very useful in allowing them to communicate privately with the instructor 

and other learners in the training space.  One of the participants, Kimaggio explained that 

he really liked using emails in his learning instead of the chats because he could ask 

questions privately or have discussions with other students on a one to one basis.  He 

stated, “We also have an opportunity to email each other right there on the spot if there is 

something that we are seeking clarity on or just a general question that we don’t really 
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want to pose to the entire field.”  Most of the participants seem to mention that the social 

media tools such as chat and polling made it engaging with other students easier and they 

felt that they was necessary in the VLE.  For example, Asariyah stated, “I think the 

interaction in the class that happens when we take polls and when we chat to answer 

questions is good.”  The fact that some respondents preferred different social media tools 

to learn with supports the literature that suggest that different strategies should be use to 

assist learners to engage with other learners, their instructors, and their learning 

environment due to learners having different learner characteristics and learning styles 

(Chow, 2016).   

Theme 3: Visual Learning 

Visual learning provided learners with a sense of presence and made them feel 

more connected to their learning environment (Cicco, 2015).  Chow (2016) argued that 

different learners required different learning strategies in order to feel a sense of 

presence.  As mentioned in Chapter 2, presence is needed for engagement and learning 

acquisition.  Visual learning was identified as a theme from the participants’ responses to 

Interview Question 3 and 4.  The majority of the participants indicated that visual 

learning was important for their engagement and focus.  The majority of the participants 

also commented that they felt that the video camera used in the training sessions to view 

the instructor helped them to maintain their attention and focus.  For example, Tatiana 

stated, “for me personally, I am a visual person, I was able to stay more focused than if I 

was just listening and not really able to make eye contact.”  She shared that she would 

have been less engaged if she had to attend training using a web conferencing tool and 
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there was audio but no image of the instructors face.  She also noted that using videos 

that only had audio and no image of the instructor or speaker was not the same as seeing 

the instructor or speaker. 

Most of the participants who commented that they felt that visual learning were 

important to them when using the VLE also commented that they felt that using some 

type of visual media would help them have a better learning experience in the VLE.  

Asariyah opined that online training in VLEs that did not allow one to see the 

presentation or the instructor was not interactive and engaging.  She commented that she 

felt that the VLEs that use this type of training were not as effective.  She stated, “You 

know I’d rather be there and see it instead of doing it online.  I didn’t like the online 

training, but the virtual is a step further.  I think it’s more interactive. It’s more exciting.”  

Lyanardrah stated, “ I’m very visual so seeing the documents was great.”  The comments 

from the respondents on the importance of visual learning to their engagement, focus and 

attention are consistent with Ilie and Logofutu’s (2015) research.  Ilie and Logofutu’s 

research (2015) claimed that learning strategies that included visual imagery was 

important for some learners to be able to focus, absorb and create knowledge. 

Theme 4: Time   

Time in the VLE can be used to gauge learners’ perception of ease.  Perception of 

ease is concern with how easy learners felt for them to use the VLE (Chow, 2016).  

Perception of ease could be negatively impacted if it took learners a great amount of time 

to access the VLE, the learning content, and the learning materials. Perception of ease 
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was also influenced by the amount of time it took to receive instructor support and 

feedback and the amount time it took to receive technical support.  

Learners’ perception of the VLE as being useful was negatively impacted if they 

had to wait long periods of time waiting for instructor or technical support (Cicco, 2015).  

Time was identified as a theme from the respondents’ responses to the interview 

questions that asked them to respond to how did the ease or difficulty in the VLE impact 

your learning; describe your experience with the technical support you received while 

using the VLE; and describe your experiences learning in the VLE.  Exploring this theme 

revealed that the participants felt that time was critical to accessing the learning materials, 

the technological tools, the learning environment, and getting technical issues resolved in 

the VLE.  This is because in the VLE the instructor or technical support is not there with 

you to assist.  The respondents commented that they felt that if it took an enormous 

amount of time to access the learning environment, learning materials, content, or 

technical support it could be a factor in whether they had a positive learning experience.  

Only one participant said that it took a lot of time to navigate the VLE but after he got the 

hang of it the remaining time that he spent in the VLE went fine.  Jacai stated,    

“It took time to learn how to navigate my way around the virtual learning environment, 

but after that I had no issues.”  The participants also commented that they felt that time 

could also be a contributing factor in their motivation or in whether or not they completed 

their training.  None of the participants reported that time was an issue when they were 

waiting for feedback from the instructor or from technical support.  The participants felt 

that technology used in the VLE afforded them the opportunity to get timely support from 
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the instructor.  Tatiana commented that she felt that she had the opportunity to manage 

her time and learning strategies better in the VLE than in a traditional learning 

environment because in the VLE certain technologies allowed her to control her learning.  

She shared that when she take notes she could actually get loss because the instructor has 

moved to another point while she was writing her notes but in the VLE she could used 

the link to the training and not have to worry about missing valuable information.  .  

Tatiana stated, “By the time you finish writing, you might have lost sight of what he said 

afterwards.  But giving us the link to the presentation made things a lot easier for me.”   

Technical issues in the VLE could be the cause of delays in time. Kimaggio said 

that, “time could be an issue when there were connectivity issues because of technical 

issues due to inclement weather.”  When technical issues arise and they are not resolved 

by technical support in a reasonable amount of time learners can become frustrated and 

this can have a negative impact on their learning experience (Cicco, 2015).  

The participants commented that they felt that the amount of time that the 

instructor took to provide support or feedback was an important factor that could 

influence whether they had a positive experience or not.  Jaylard stated, “In the traditional 

classroom one was able to get instant gratification.  If you needed a question answered all 

one had to do was raise their hand and they would receive an answer immediately.”  He 

commented that he felt that the VLE needed to have the capacity to allow feedback in a 

timely manner in order for her to want to use it to take training.  Timely communications 

from the instructor and technical support is extremely critical in technology-based 

environments (Cicco, 2015).  
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Evidence of Trustworthiness 

Data collection began after approval by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) 

approved the research study.  All ethical standards mandated by IRB were strictly 

followed.   Confidentiality was maintained by sending separate emails to participants to 

solicit them to be a part of the study.  The email addresses were obtained from the class 

roster provided by the point of contact from the supporting organization that invited them 

to be a part of the research study. Data collection did not begin until the consent was 

received from each participant.  Additionally, pseudonyms were used for the participants 

throughout the research to protect their identity and confidentiality.  Lastly, to protect the 

confidentiality of the research site the organization’s name was not provided in the study. 

Credibility and Transferability 

As stated previously in Chapter 3, internal validity ensured that trustworthiness 

and credibility making sure that the information is meaningful (Merriam, 1998).  To 

accomplish credibility for this study various strategies were used.  The data collected 

related to the constructivist and self -determination framework.  The interview protocol, 

observation protocol, and surveys were framed from the constructivist and self- 

determination conceptual frameworks and the research questions.  Using the interview 

protocol, observation protocol, and surveys served as the triangulation method for 

collecting data.  Member checking was accomplished by allowing the participants to read 

over their transcripts to verify that their statements were correct.  The interviews were 

recorded and transcribed by an external transcriber word for word. NVivo coding was 

used as a coding method.  NVivo uses the participant language and exact wording in 
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order to capture the cultural perspective (Miles et al, 2014).  Notes from my observation 

field journal were used to bridge connections with the responses between the interviews 

and surveys.  An adequate amount of data was collected from the responses to the 

interviews and surveys.  All of these strategies reinforced credibility for the study.   

Triangulation was used as a strategy to be able to replicate the finding.  

Triangulation of the data consisted of using an interview, an observation, and a survey to 

collect the data for this study.  The interview and observation protocol provided 

structured steps and procedures for conducting the interviews and observations.  Using 

the protocols provides a strategy to assist with transferability.  A rich, thick description of 

the phenomenon is provided which will help the transferability of the findings.  The 

participants from the study represented one age group in the adult population and were 

male and female.  They all had some experience using VLEs.  All of the participants were 

from the workplace.     

Dependability and Confirmability 

To ensure dependability and confirmability a case study protocol, case study 

database, and a qualitative analysis documentation form were used to document the steps 

in the data collection and data analysis.  Multiple data collection strategies and reflexivity 

were used in this study to help ensure dependability.  An audit trail was created by 

closely reviewing the research design for the study and reviewing the notes from memos, 

the case study protocol and the qualitative analysis documentation form.  All of strategies 

above assisted in ensuring dependability and confirmability.    
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Results 

This research explored the impact that VLEs’ had on adult learners’ motivation in 

the workplace.  Data collection consisted of interviews, surveys, and direct observations 

of the participants learning in their VLE. Eight employees participated in the research. 

The interviews indicated that all of the participants were over 18 and had some 

experience taking training classes in the VLE.  The research questions, self-determination 

theory, and constructivist theory guided the study.  The interview questions, surveys, and 

direct observations were used to explore the study’s research questions.  

Research Question 1 

Research Question 1 was the following: How do social and contextual factors 

influence adult learners’ autonomy and relatedness needs in a VLE? 

To explore social and contextual factors the following factors were examined:  (a) 

learning environment, (b) learner control, (c) learner engagement, (d) technical 

competence, (e) ease of use, (f) technical support, and (g) relevance of content. Multiple 

interview and survey questions addressed this issue and allowed for verification of 

results.  The Table 5 below lists the relationship between the interview and the survey 

questions.  



99 

 

 
Table 5 
 
Participant Interview Questions’ Relationship to Survey Questions  

Interview questions Survey questions  
 

How do you engage with other learners in the 
virtual learning environment?  

The collaborative assignments kept my 
attention. 
 

Describe your experiences learning in the virtual 
learning environment. 

I believe that I have improved my learning 
experience by using the virtual learning 
environment 
 

How did any preconceived ideas about virtual 
learning environments affect your desire to want 
to use it to take training courses? 
 

I feel that I can receive quality training while 
learning using a virtual learning environment 

How did your computer skills impact your 
learning experience in the virtual learning 
environment? 

The learning environment was more difficult 
to navigate than I would like 
for it to be. 
 

How were you able to control your own learning 
in the virtual learning environment? 

I believe that I have control of my learning 
when using the virtual learning 
environment 

How did the ease of use in the virtual learning 
environment impact your learning experience? 
 

The learning environment was more 
difficult to navigate than I would like for it 
to be. 

 

Learning environment. The learning environment has the potential to influence 

learning outcomes of learners.  The learning environment also has the potential to 

influence learners’ motivation.   A constructivist learning environment focus is on 

learner-centered and collaborative learning (Friedman & Friedman, 2013).  Self -

determination is focus of learning environments that provide learners with autonomy, a 

positive learning atmosphere and an environment where learners could connect with each 
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other and the instructor (Hartnett et, al, 2011).  The constructivist and self -determination 

theories are the frameworks for this study.  Therefore, the VLE of the respondents was 

explored to see if the components of constructivist and self-determine learning existed.  

Interview Question 1, asked the participants to describe their experiences learning in a 

VLE and survey question eight asked them to rate their experiences in VLE.  The 

responses were consistent between the interviews and survey.  

Interview Question 1 asked participants to describe their learning experiences in a 

VLE.  The responses from the respondents indicated that they felt that having access to 

learning on demand, being able to take training courses anywhere without having to be in 

a physical classroom, having access to the instructor, and being able see the instructor 

were important factors that they needed in order to have a positive experience in the 

VLE.  The responses from the interview revealed that six of the participants felt that 

overall they had a positive learning experience in the VLE. Jaylard stated, “I’ve taken 

several courses, on online.  The reason that I like taking them online is that you can do 

them virtually anywhere.”  Asariyah said, “We can take your polls and write in comments 

and, basically we can see power points.  We can actually chime in and ask a question or 

answer a question.  I think it’s kind of cool how training has developed over the years. 

One of participants, Leonnard, pointed out that he had some positive and negative 

experiences learning in the VLE. His positive experience was the accessiblility that the 

VLE provided and his negative experience was his inability to retain what he learned 

after the training. He stated, “The accessibility is high but the retainability is low.”  

Lastly, one of the respondents, Jacai, felt that overall his experience in the VLE had been 
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negative.  He stated, “Most of the training I have taken in the VLE has not been in real 

time and the instructor is not always available when you need them.  You don’t get that 

immediate response that you might need at that time.”  

The survey responses from the participants for Survey Question 8 asked 

participants to rate the statement “ I believe my learning experience has improved by 

using the VLEs.”  Two participants selected strongly agree, three participants selected 

agree, one participant selected neither agree nor disagree and two participants selected 

disagree (Table 4).  These responses indicated that the majority of the participants 

believe that the VLE provided them with a positive learning experience.  These results 

were consistence with the results from the interview question one.    

Learner control. Learner control is concern with learners having the ability to 

control the pace, time and flow of training.  Learner control means that learners will also 

have the opportunity to control how they engage with the learning content and learning 

environment (Mogus et al., 2012).  Interview Question 2 addressed how learners control 

their learning in the VLE.  During the interview, all of the respondents provided 

examples of how they controlled their learning in the VLE.  The majority of the 

participants stated that they felt that controlling their learning was very instrumental in 

order for them to feel that had a positive learning experience.  The consensus from the 

interviews were that the participants felt that being able to control the pace of learning 

and being able to pause or stop the training and continue from where they stop from at a 

later date was very beneficial and useful.  Kimaggio shared that most of the training that 

he took was self-paced.  He commented that he felt that self-paced training was 
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conducive to his learning style and it provided him with the best opportunity to acquire 

and construct new knowledge.  He stated, “Most of the training was self-paced. This 

gives you a better understanding.  Questions are posted and you’re able to read the 

question and not miss information versus the face-to-face classroom, where you can miss 

information if you are not paying attention.  Leonnard pointed out that he felt that videos 

provided the best medium for delivering self- paced training.  He stated, “I like the 

videos.  You can stop it and pick it back up where you left off.”  Jaylard also commented 

that he felt strongly about the VLE having the capacity to deliver self-paced training.  He 

stated, “Well the wonderful thing about it is its self-paced, so if you need a little bit of 

extra time to read or re-read for better comprehension you can always take the time and 

do that.”  

Survey Question 10 asked learners did they feel that they had control over their 

own learning in the VLE.  The survey summary indicated that five out of the eight 

participants felt that they had control over their learning in the VLE.  Two were neutral 

and one participant disagreed. These results were consistent with the opinions gathered 

from the interview question one. 

Engagement. As stated previously engagement plays a central role in motivation 

(Hartnett et al., 2011).  Technological functionalities in the learning environment and 

technology fit can influence learner engagement (Mohr et al., 2011).  On the question of 

engagement, all of the participants felt that the VLE provided many opportunities for 

them to engage with each other as well as the instructor.  Interview Question 5 was 

concerned with the technologies the participants felt made the VLE engaging.  Chat, 
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instant messaging, email, and the telephone were the main technologies that learners 

cited.  However, Blackboard discussion posts, and breakout rooms were also mention by 

two participants.  The responses from the participants revealed that the respondents felt 

engagement with other learners were important in order to have a positive learning 

experience.  However, they felt that engagement with the instructor was critical in order 

to have a positive learning experience. 

The respondents also felt that having access to social media technology was 

necessary for communicating and collaborating with other learners and the instructor in 

the VLE.  Tatiana provided an example of the important of having social media tools for 

communication by sharing an experience she had before class started.  She shared that 

one time she and others had accessed the wrong meeting place for training and was not 

aware.  She stated, “I sent them a chat that everybody could see to let them know that 

we’re in the wrong meeting location.  Lyanardrah shared how useful and beneficial   

Adobe Connect was to the learning environment.  She stated, “Adobe Connect allow for 

uploading documents.” Asariyah shared her points on how useful Goggle Chat and polls 

were to the learning space.  Asariyah stated, “I think the interaction we have when we 

take polls and when we chat and have questions, we can feel free to basically just chat 

even amongst one another, so I think it’s good.”  Most of the participants commented that 

they felt that Google Chat and the polls allowed them to communicate just as if they were 

in the traditional classroom.  

One statement on the survey addressed the topic of learning engagement.  The 

statement asked the participants to respond to the statement “The collaborative 
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assignments kept my attention” by choosing strongly disagree, disagree, neither agree 

nor disagree, agree, and strongly agree.  One participant chose disagree, two chose 

neither agree nor disagree, two chose agree and three chose strongly agree.  The 

participants’ responses indicated that collaboration in the classroom helped them to be 

engaged in the learning environment. 

Observation of the training classes did not show much interaction between 

learners.  However, observation of the training classes showed that participants used chat 

and polls to ask and to answer questions from the instructor quite frequently.  The 

instructor had the participants to respond to polls, answer questions in the chat or over the 

audio at least every 5 minutes.  Having learners to answer the questions in chat and 

respond to the polls every 5 minutes was consistent with the motivation strategies that 

Keller proposed for instructors to use in learning environments to keep learners attention 

and focus (Keller, 2010).  Observations of the participants showed that they all 

participated in the chats and polls, which were indicative of them being engage. 

Ease of use. Ease of use is concern with the perception that learners have for how 

easy the system is to use (Chow, 2016).  Interview Question 7 addressed the ease of use 

or difficulty in the VLE.  

The majority of the participants’ commented that they felt that the VLE was easy 

to use and that this ease of use made the learning more engaging and easier to access. 

Lyanardrah stated, “The ease of use is a positive thing for me.”  Lyrick shared that the 

functionalities in the VLE was not difficult to use and this motivated her to want to use it 

for training.  She stated, “It was not difficult so it had an impact, it made it easier to 
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participate in the training.”  Two of the respondents mention that the VLE was easy to 

use if the Internet connection was good. Leonnard stated, “It’s very easy as long as you 

had Internet connection.  If you don’t have one, it’s a rough time.”  Kimaggio stated, 

“The only difficulty that I encountered was I had to make sure that the systems were up 

online all the time. Sometimes it drops, you know, not often, but there’s that possibility 

and you feel like you, ah man all the learning I just did just went out the window.”  

Although the Internet connection is an external factor and not a functionality of the VLE 

it can still have a direct impact of perceived ease of use and perceive usefulness (Yeou, 

2016).  Perceived ease of use and perceive usefulness can have a negative impact on 

learners’ engagement and it can have an impact on their overall learning experience 

(Chow, 2016). 

One statement of the survey addressed ease of use. The survey statement stated, 

“The VLE was more difficult to navigate than the learner would like.”  In response to this 

statement four respondents chose strongly disagree, two chose disagree, one chose 

neither agree nor disagree and one chose agree.  The results of the surveys were 

consistent with the participants’ opinions gathered from the interviews.  Observations of 

the learning environment did not reveal any situations where the participants had any 

issues using any of the functionalities in the VLE. 

Technical support. Technical support is a central external variable that can have 

direct influence on learners’ attitudes and motivation to use technology-based learning 

systems.  The quality of technical support and the amount of time that it takes for the user 

to receive a response from the technical support personnel can also influence perceived 



106 

 

use and perceived ease that learners have about technology based learning systems.  

Technical support is required when users of a system have technical issues with the 

software, hardware, and Internet connectivity that they cannot overcome without assistant 

(Aishammari, Ali & Rosli, 2016).  

Interview Question 8 explored how participants felt about the technical support 

they received from any issue they had with the VLE.  Six participants revealed that they 

had a good experience with the technical support they received.  Kimaggio shared that his 

experiences with technical support was that when he called he usually received a quick 

and timely response.  He stated, “My experience with the technical support is that if there 

was any issue or anything that was going on with a particular course I’m able to call tech 

support and they’re very rapid with their responses in getting us back up online or 

getting, an immediate action taken for what needs to be done to resolve the issue”.  

Leonnard stated, “I’ve always had a positive experience with technical support. They’ve 

always been willing and, ready to help out.” Asariyah stated that “every now and again 

something would freeze up and you could easily click that help button and the technician 

would assist you right there, so I think the ease of that is wonderful.  

Two of the participants stated that they never had an issue where they had to 

contact technical support. Both participants stated they were confident that if they had to 

use technical support they would get a quick response and good experience.  Jaylard 

stated, “I don’t remember a time where I used a lot of technical support.  I haven’t had to 

use technical support.  But I’m sure that it’s easily and readily available to you at your 

convenience.” 
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Relevance. Relevance is concern with learners’ perception on how useful the 

learning outcome is to their goals (Keller, 2010).  Relevance is a motivational construct 

and if learners feel that the learning objectives are not beneficial or useful they will not 

have the intrinsic motivation to want to learn them (Keller, 2010).   

Interview Question 10 addressed relevance. All of the participants except for one 

reported that they felt that the training was relevant and useful to them in some way.  

Tatiana stated, 

Ah, this particular one was very important to me and I’m going to tell you why.   

I don’t know if you read on the first day, I posted my question and I said that I’m 

40 years old.  I would love to retire tomorrow, if I could, but the truth is, I’m not 

able to retire because I don’t have the age or the means to do it, so I think that 

this was a great opportunity for me.  

 Lyanardrah shared that she thought the training session was extremely relevant.  

She stated the topic was retirement and I don’t want to be working forever. I want to plan 

now and he gave key ideas, shared key ideas and thoughts for me to take care of now, so 

that I don’t have to work forever and I can retire comfortably.  Kimaggio shared that he 

worked in human resources so the he felt that the training was important and relevant.  

His comment was, “it was relevant because it assisted me in my job.”  Jacai shared that it 

did not keep him motivated because he felt that it was not job related.  He stated, “ it was 

more professional development and to understand the broader picture.  It really didn’t 

keep me motivated because I knew it was something that I wouldn’t be using. It wasn’t 

job related.”  The participants, who reported that the training was relevant, reported that 
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they felt this way because the training was useful to their goals.  The one respondent that 

reported that the training was not relevant reported that he felt that the training was not 

relevant because it was not job related.  All of the responses from the respondents were 

consistent with Keller’s (2010) findings on relevance. 

Research Question 2 

Research Question 2 was as follows: How do learners’ beliefs about their 

technical abilities/skills influence their motivation to learn in a virtual learning 

environment? 

Learners’ beliefs about their technical skills. Learners’ beliefs about their 

technical skills are centered on computer self-efficacy.  Computer self-efficacy is the 

beliefs that learners have about their ability to perform tasks and functions using the 

software and hardware of a computer system (Alshammari et al., 2016).  Computer self-

efficacy influences learners’ perceived usefulness, perceived ease of use, and learning 

outcomes.  When learners had high computer self-efficacy they also had positive 

perceived usefulness and positive perceived ease of use (Celik & Yesilyurt, 2013). 

Learners’ attitudes and motivation to use technology-based environments could be 

negatively impacted when they had low technical skills and if they had low self-

confidence in their technical skills (Hung, Sun, & Yu, 2015).   

Research Question 2 was concerned with how learners’ beliefs about their 

technical skills influenced their motivation to learn in the VLE. Interview Question 9 was 

used to explore this phenomenon. Interview Question 9 asked participants to rate their 

level of computer skills and explain how their computer skills impacted their learning 
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experience in the VLE.  Five of the respondents communicated that they felt that there 

was no impact; two respondents pointed out that they felt that it depended on the task and 

one respondent shared that he felt that there would be some impact. All of the participants 

rated themselves a 7 on a scale of 1 to ten and all of the respondents reported that they 

felt that they had the required computer skills needed to be able to function properly in 

the VLE.  Leonnard reported that he rated himself a 7 on a scale from 1 to 10.  He stated, 

“Um, a 7 being average, it did not have a negative impact. That’s all you need is about a 

7 to work and manipulate most virtual training.”  Lyrick stated, “It didn't really hurt me 

nor have a big impact on me.”  

Tatiana and Jacai reported that they felt that whether ones beliefs or ones actual 

technical skills had an impact on one’s motivation depended on the task or the course that 

one had to encounter.  Tatiana stated, 

I feel more confident. Obviously each situation is different. I am familiar with the 

system, so I know where to go in case our system crashes and how would I go 

back and try to find out a particular certificate or a particular class I had taken a 

few years ago. I mean you don’t have to be an expert. 

Participants commented that they did not feel that one had to be a computer expert 

in order to successfully complete training in the VLE.  However, they did feel that it was 

important to have basic computer skills and having basic computer skills reduce their 

computer anxiety.  Jacai stated, “Like I said, it took time to learn how to navigate your 

way around the VLE, but after that I had no issues, so the computer skills that I had were 
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sufficient.”  However, Tatiana stated, “If I did not have any computer skills, I would have 

been lost.” 

Kimaggio reported that he felt that having confidence and having computer skills 

made a great difference in one’s motivation to participate in training in the VLE and 

responding to the question with the quote below.  He stated, I mean, it impacted it greatly 

because again you have to know how to maneuver around, the different, learning 

environments that you’re working with, so it helps to be able to know what you’re 

doing.” 

Overall the learner responses indicated that they felt that they had the necessary 

computer self-efficacy necessary to perform the learning tasks in the virtual and they 

believe that operating inside of the VLE was fairly easy.  They also reported that they had 

positive attitudes about learning in the VLE.  The responses were consistent with 

Alshammari et al. (2010) research findings.  However, the participants’ responses 

indicated that they did not believe that having low technical skills negatively impacted 

their motivation to learn in the VLE.  The participants’ responses do not support the 

literature on computer self-efficacy.  

Research Question 3 

Research Question 3 was as follows: How do learners’ preconceived beliefs about 

learning in a VLE impact their motivation to learn when using a VLE?   

Preconceived beliefs. Preconceived beliefs are the beliefs that learners have 

about technology prior to using it.  The preconceived beliefs are acquired from 

experiences they have had with older versions of the technology, comments from their 
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peers, how well they perceived the technology as fulfilling their needs, and 

communications published about the technology (Mogus et al., 2012).  Learners’ 

preconceived beliefs about technology could influence their perceived usefulness, 

perceived ease of use, and their motivation to use the technology (Mohr et al., 2012). 

Research Question 3 was concerned with how learners’ preconceived beliefs 

about learning in a VLE impacted their motivation to learn using a VLE.  Interview 

Question 6 and Survey Question 4 were used to explore Research Question 3.  Interview 

Question 6 asked participants to report on their preconceived beliefs about learning in the 

VLE and how those preconceived beliefs influenced their desire to train in them.  The 

participants’ comments indicated that five of the eight respondents had negative 

preconceived notions before using the VLE.  Asariyah stated, “I would say back in the 

day I was more of an in house classroom learner. I’d rather be there and see it instead of 

doing it online. You know the initial online training. I didn’t like that.”  Lyrick stated, “I 

thought that it would be boring, uninformative and that it wouldn't be engaging.”  

Kimaggio stated, “Well, first it’s the, unknown. Not knowing that this is really going to 

work or satisfy my needs or what I’m looking for.” 

Two participants reported that they had positive preconceived beliefs before using 

the VLE.  Lyanardrah stated, “Well, I’ve been using it, probably on an off since 2005.  So 

my notions were a bit more advanced, since I have used it before.  Technology has in 

increased the ability for one to have a better experience with it.”  Jacai stated that his 

preconceived belief was, “it was more flexible on time and also that it was a lot easier 

than the traditional class room environment.” 
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One participant, Tatiana, reported that she did not have any preconceived beliefs 

before using it the VLE.  She stated, “Honestly, I did not have any preconceived notions. 

I think that this is something that is just has just been evolving.”  

Three of the participants who had some type of preconceived beliefs before using 

the VLE reported that they ended up enjoying the experience.  Jaylard stated, “My native 

language is Spanish, so initially I would be hesitant to do something that would be virtual 

because of that.  But in actuality, it’s the best thing ever and it’s available. It’s, ah, 

accessible. It’s really a great tool to use.”  Leonnard stated, “I thought I would not be able 

to manage and maintain online classes as easy as I could face-to-face but it turns out that 

was not the case.”  Kimmaggio stated, “It allowed us to kind of have fun with it because 

some of that stuff is animated and, and there’s also video teachings of what the VLE 

gives you versus classroom training 

 The majority of the comments from the respondents indicated that their 

preconceived beliefs were derived from their own experiences. The comments from the 

respondents also indicated that the respondents did not feel that their preconceived beliefs 

impacted their motivation to use the VLE. The participants’ belief that their motivation 

would not be impacted was not consisted with the literature on preconceived beliefs.   

Survey Statement 4 asked the respondents to respond to the statement, “I feel that 

I can receive quality training while learning using a VLE.” One respondent selected 

strongly agree, one respondent selected disagree, one respondent selected neither agree 

nor disagree, two respondents selected agree and three respondent selected strongly 
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agree.  These responses indicated that the majority of the participants had positive beliefs 

that the VLE could provide quality training.    

Responses to Discrepant Cases 

There were no discrepant cases for this study.  However, if discrepant cases 

existed they would have been reported.  The data would have to re-examine thoroughly to 

find a reason for the outliers or discrepancies.  If the discrepancies still occurred after the 

examination of data then the explanation for the discrepancies would be explained and 

discussed.  

Summary 

The purpose of this study was to explore how VLEs’ impacted adult learners’ 

motivation in the workforce.  The study’s finding will add to the scant literature on 

motivation in VLEs in the workplace.  Eight participants participated in the study.  All of 

the participants were adult employees in the federal government between the ages of 40 

and 50 who had some experience learning in a virtual learning environment.  Data 

collection consisted of interviews, surveys, and observation of participants taking a 

training class in the VLE.   

   Three research questions and two conceptual frameworks guided the study: (a) 

constructivist theory and (b) self-determination theory. The interview questions, surveys, 

and observation data were used to answer the following research questions (a) How do 

social and contextual factors influence adult learners’ autonomy and relatedness needs in 

a VLE (b) How do learners’ beliefs about their technical abilities/skills influence their 

motivation to learn in a VLE and, (c) How do learners’ preconceived beliefs about 
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learning in a VLE impact their motivation to learn when using a VLE? The study also 

had four themes that were identified from coding the data from the interviews. The four 

themes identified were (a) accessibility, (b) engagement, (c) visual learning, and (d) time.  

The survey and observation data were compared with the data from the interviews to find 

consistency and parallels.  The data from the surveys and observation were consistent 

with the data from the interviews.  

Most of the participants revealed that overall they had a positive learning 

experience in the VLE.  However, one participant felt that had although his experiences 

were positive overall he did encounter some negative experiences and one participant felt 

that overall his experience was negative.  All of the participants indicated that having the 

proper tools that afforded them the opportunity to engage with each other were critical to 

them having a positive learning experience in the VLE.  Five out of eight participants had 

negative preconceived notions about the VLE. However, they reported that they did not 

believe that their negative preconceived notions of the VLE had a negative impact on 

their motivation to use it nor did it negatively impact their learning experience inside the 

VLE. All eight of the participants shared their perspectives on their beliefs about their 

technical abilities and how their technical abilities impacted their motivation to learn in a 

VLE.   

The participants’ feedback indicated that having adequate technical skills made a 

difference when using a VLE.  However, five of the participants commented that they did 

not believe that it impacted their motivation to learn in a VLE.  Two of the participants 

commented that they believed that it depended on the situation or task. All participants 
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indicated that accessibility was a key benefit to learning in the VLE.  The participants’ 

comments indicated that they felt that they were able to manage their time better in the 

VLE than the traditional classroom. The participants’ comments indicated felt that time 

was an important factor when it came to being able to access learning materials, courses, 

instructors and technical support.  The focus of Chapter 4 was demographics, data 

collection, data analysis, and the results for the study.  Chapter 5 will focus on the 

interpretations of the findings, implications for social change, recommendations for 

action and future research, reflections, and conclusion.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

This chapter contains the conclusions and recommendations of the study.  The 

purpose of this study was to explore the impact that learning in a virtual environment had 

on adult learners’ motivation in the workplace.  A single qualitative case study was used 

to investigate eight adult participants’ attitudes, beliefs, technical skills, and perceptions 

in relation to learning in a VLE.  Interviews, surveys, and observations were used to 

collect data for the study.  Motivation is very important to learning in any environment, 

and there has been very little research on motivation in VLEs (Hartnett et al., 2011).  This 

study was conducted to understand what is needed to improve the learning experience of 

learners in a VLE.  

Interpretation of Findings 

The challenges for learning in VLEs or online learning cited in Chapter 2 

included learner engagement and keeping learners from feeling isolated or disconnected 

(Sherman et al., 2010).  The literature in Chapter 2 indicated that engagement, 

collaboration, feeling a sense of presence, and feeling a sense of place are important 

indicators for measuring learner attitudes or motivation in a VLE.  The findings in this 

study supported the literature. Overall, the findings revealed that motivational constructs 

could be examined from the data collected in the study. The findings for this study 

indicated that participants felt that the four themes of the study—(a) accessibility, (b) 

engagement, (c) visual learning, and (d) time—were critical to having a positive learning 

experience in the VLE.  Participants’ comments indicated that they felt that it was 

important to have access to the instructor and other students in order to feel connected to 
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their learning environment.  Feedback from Kimaggio illustrates the importance of being 

able to engage with the instructor and other learners in the learning environment. 

Kimaggio stated, “Chat and instant messaging enables us to have additional contact with 

other people through the virtual learning.”  Kimmaggio pointed out that the chat allowed 

participants to ask and respond to questions while learning, just as they might in a 

traditional classroom.  Additionally, he could use the phone or desktop for audio, and he 

could send emails to communicate.  Kimaggio shared, “ I liked the fact that I had a 

choice of how I could communicate to other students and the instructor when using the 

VLE.” Kimaggio’s comments validate the claim made by Mueller and Strohmeier (2011) 

that a VLE’s capacity to accommodate multiple technologies at the same time made it 

very beneficial as a learning environment with options that are not available in the 

traditional classroom.  

Asariyah provided a perspective on the difference between online training without 

any engagement and training in the VLE with the opportunity for engagement.  She 

stated,  

You know, I’d rather be there and see it instead of doing it online. You know the 

initial online training. I didn’t like that, but the virtual is a step further. I think it’s 

more interactive. It’s more exciting. You get to see; you know and do things in 

the virtual, so I think it’s a great way to learn, especially for me, who really don’t 

like online, the basic online training. 

This view indicates that the learning environment is viewed more favorably when it is 

interactive and supports Limnious and Smith’s (2010) research, which indicated that 
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learners felt that VLEs provided them with the opportunity to have greater interaction 

with online learning. 

The findings also revealed that learners indicated that perceived usefulness and 

technology fit were important factors to consider when examining a VLE’s impact on 

motivation to learn. This supports research by Mogus et al. (2012) that demonstrated that 

learners had to believe that the technology was effective enough to provide them the 

capacity to perform their tasks in order for them to want to continue using it.  The 

findings also supported research by Yu and Yu (2010) and Mohr et al. (2012), which 

revealed that technology’s functionality, fit, and perceived usefulness by the learner 

influenced individual attitudes and perceptions of its use, which ultimately influenced 

motivation.   

The participants indicated that visual learning was very important in the VLE.  

Lyanardrah stated, “I’m very visual, so seeing the documents was great, I’m a visual 

learner and I know that about myself, so being able to put an image with a voice was 

great.”  Some of the respondents indicated that they felt even more connected and were 

able to maintain their focus and attention when the instructor used a video camera to 

present instructional activities.  Tatiana stated,  

I am a visual person, so the mid-career seminar retirement training made things a 

lot easier because I was able to see the instructor’s face. I was able to stay more 

focused than if I was just listening and not really able to make eye contact. When 

you can see a face, obviously to me that makes it a lot easier. 
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This supports Wei and Kinshum’s (2012) research that revealed that when learners have a 

sense of presence, it allows them to identify and make a connection with their space and 

construct a context for their learning activities. 

The findings showed that all of the participants felt that controlling how they 

learned and having accessibility were important to having a positive learning experience 

in the VLE.  For example, Tatiana stated,  

There are some training classes that are available online in the virtual learning 

environment. The great benefit of these classes is that you can stop the class at 

any time and the great thing is that you can go back to the point where you left it 

off and continue on.  So I think this is a better benefit because you would 

normally not be able to do that in a regular classroom environment. 

Jaylard liked the fact that she could learn at her own pace when training in the VLE.  She 

stated,  

Well, the wonderful thing about it is its self-paced so if you need, you know, a 

little bit of time to read, or re-read for better comprehension of some of the 

material, you can always take the time and do that. 

Lyanardrah shared that she like having the ability to take training anywhere and on her 

schedule.  She stated, “First and foremost, I was able to choose when it fits my schedule 

and I could take it in the comfort of my own home.” 

Additionally, the findings showed that the majority of the participants shared that 

they did not believe that their motivation was impacted due to their beliefs about their 
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technical abilities.  However, all of the participants indicated that having adequate 

technical skills made a difference when using the VLE. 

Self-determination theory addresses three components of an individual’s needs: 

(a) independence or autonomy, (b) competency, and (c) feeling of belonging (Cheng & 

Jang, 2010).  The findings in this study were in agreement with self-determination theory.  

Participants’ responses showed that learning in an environment together with others and 

interacting with the instructor in real time were very important to them.  The responses 

showed that participants desired a learning environment that afforded them the 

opportunity to have control over their learning. Participants shared that they wanted to be 

able to control the pace of their learning and wanted to be able to control when and where 

they learned.  Participants reported that the VLE afforded them the opportunity to have 

control over their learning and fulfilled their need to relate to the instructor and other 

learners, thus providing them with the autonomy they desired. Last, the findings indicated 

that overall, the participants perceived the VLE as being capable of allowing them to 

learn in an engaging environment.  The majority of the participants indicated that they 

had positive experiences learning in the VLE. The participants’ responses confirmed that 

the technologies used in VLE and the instructional design of the learning materials were 

crucial to the participants having the interaction, autonomy, and accessibility that they 

needed in order to make their learning experience engaging and positive.  The 

participants’ responses were consistent with Gash’s (2014) findings on research on VLEs. 
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Limitations of the Study 

The study was limited to eight participants. This could be a concern for 

generalization of the study.  Response bias was a serious limitation due to lack of 

verification for the self-reported data from the participants.  It was assumed that their 

responses to the interview and survey were true.   

Another assumption was that the participants did not behave differently because 

they were aware that they were being observed.  To mitigate these limitations, the 

participants were reminded during the interview that their identity and their workplace 

would remain anonymous.  I tried to be unobtrusive when observing the participants and 

to maintain a neutral position throughout each interview.   

Additionally, some of the interview questions could have been changed in order 

to be clearer to the participants. During the interview, some of the participants did not 

seem to understand some of the questions; their feedback could have been affected by 

this lack of understanding.   

Finally, a question should have been added that would have allowed the 

participants to discuss the learning activities that they felt would allow a robust 

collaborative experience with other learners in order to improve engagement.  Not asking 

any questions about which learning activities participants felt would have allowed them 

to collaborate with each other inhibited my ability to collect rich data on collaboration.  

Recommendations for Further Research 

In this qualitative case study, I examined how adult learners’ motivation in the 

workplace were impacted in a VLE.  Further research could be conducted to examine 
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how the motivation of instructors in the workplace is impacted when using a VLE to 

facilitate learning.  Limnious and Smith (2010) pointed out how important it is to study 

both learners’ and instructors’ attitudes and behaviors in VLEs when making 

instructional design decisions for VLEs.  This study revealed that the way instructors 

used the technology to deliver instruction in the VLE influenced learners’ attitudes, 

motivation, and learning engagement.  Consequently, there is a need for further 

investigation on how the motivation of instructors in the workplace is impacted by 

teaching in a VLE.  The review of the literature indicated that design characteristics are 

critical to the quality of a VLE.  Therefore, I would also recommend further research on 

which technologies are needed in the VLE for learners to have greater engagement and a 

positive learning experience.  

Implications 

Implications for Social Change 

Motivation is the precursor to learning and is a critical factor that must be taken 

into consideration when developing learning designs and designing learning 

environments (Mayer, 2011).  However, there is very little research on motivation in 

VLEs in the workplace (Hartnett et al., 2011).  Examining how information and 

communication technology (ICT) and collaborative learning in VLEs impact motivation 

in adult learners can provide valuable information on the design decisions of VLEs.  

Research on VLEs can inform learning leaders in the workplace on best practices for 

using VLEs as platforms for delivering training and development to adult learners 

(Chapman & Stone, 2010).  This study can also help learning leaders create best practices 
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for developing instructional design for content and learning activities to make learning 

more engaging in the VLE.  This study may also guide future learners in VLEs on how to 

get the best learning experiences when learning in a VLE. 

Theoretical Implications 

Constructivist theory and self-determination theory served as frameworks for this 

study.  The constructivist approach was selected as a conceptual framework for this study 

due to its strong emphasis on collaborative and active learning (Adamo & Dib, 2012). 

Self-determination theory was used because it provides an understanding of learner 

engagement and motivation (Hartnett, 2015).  The purpose of this research was to explore 

how VLEs impacted adult learners’ motivation in the workplace.  The principles of 

constructivism and self-determination theory can help to inform educators and learning 

leaders on the instructional design of learning materials, instructional activities, and 

learning strategies and technologies that will be used in a VLE. 

Recommendations for Practice 

We live in a digitized and virtualized world today.  Many employees work 

remotely from their offices or organizations. VLEs and online learning are already 

prevalent in the workplace, and they will continue to grow as human resource and 

learning leaders try to meet the needs of their employees.  Organizations will also 

increase the usage of VLEs and online learning as a means to reduce costs associated 

with travel for face-to-face training (Deming et al., 2015).  Hence, I would recommend 

that learning leaders, trainers, instructors, and instructional designers attend professional 

development training, engage with communities of practice, and participate in self-
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directed learning on VLEs (Deming et al., 2015).  This would help them to remain 

abreast of changes in technologies that impact VLEs.  VLEs are diverse, and they are 

only as good as their design characteristics (Gomez & Rodriguez-Marciel, 2012).  VLEs 

can integrate multiple technologies and be customized to fit the needs of the organization 

(Dillenbourg, 2000; Gomez & Rodriguez-Marciel, 2012).  It is good strategy for an 

organization to ensure that education staff is kept up to date on technology.  It is equally 

important to have training support staff and technical support staff available to provide 

assistance if learners require it.  The study revealed that it is very important to learners 

that they are provided technical support and training support when issues arise. The lack 

of support can have a negative impact on the learning experience.  I would also 

recommend audience analysis so that instructional designers or trainers know how to fit 

the technology to the learners.  This would help to increase learner engagement.  

Technology should also be a good fit for the learning task.  This would also help to 

increase learners’ engagement.  This recommendation was supported by the research of 

Yu and Yu (2010) and Mohr et al. (2012) on technology acceptance.  Lastly, the research 

indicated that participants saw the value and the need for collaborating with others in the 

learning environment.  VLEs need proper tools and collaborative activities in order to 

facilitate collaboration (Othman & Othman, 2012).  However, learners and instructors 

alike need to know how to collaborate in the VLE.  Therefore, I would recommend that a 

train-the-trainer program be developed to teach instructors how to teach their learners 

how to collaborate with each other in the VLE. 
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Conclusion 

Motivation is the impetus for getting students interested in participating in a 

learning endeavor (Mart, 2011).  It is required for all learning.  Additionally, VLEs are 

becoming very prevalent in the workplace today.  However, there have been few research 

studies on motivation in VLEs for the workplace.  Because VLEs are diverse in their 

capabilities and functionalities there is a need for further research (Saleeb & Dafoulas, 

2010).   

This study’s aim was to explore how VLEs impact adult learners’ workplace 

motivation.  Constructivism and self-determination theory formed the conceptual 

framework used for the study. Both conceptual frameworks address factors in motivation 

for adult learners.  Constructivist and self-determine learning supports the use of 

collaborative learning. Self-determination is a motivational construct that influences how 

adults learn in a constructivist-influenced environment (Hartnett et al., 2011).  Self-

determination factors also influence adult learners’ readiness to learn, need to know, and 

the need to be self-directing.  The results and findings from the study support the 

concepts in both conceptual frameworks. 

Data collected using interviews, surveys, and direct observation of participants 

indicated that accessibility, engagement, visual learning, time involved in accessing the 

learning environment, learning materials, and time involved in receiving technical 

support were important factors that influence motivation in the VLE.  The study indicated 

that engagement was the key indicator to having a positive experience in the VLE.  

Additionally, the study supported the constructivist and self-determination theory.  The 
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participants’ perspectives revealed that engagement as well as having autonomy in 

determining how, when, and where they learned was important. Moreover, the study 

revealed that learning with others in a social context assisted learners in having an 

engaging environment. 
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Appendix A: Participant Interview Protocol for Case Study  

Instructions  

Good morning/afternoon. My name is Clarence Bashshar.  Thank you for participating. 

This interview consists of ten questions and should last for approximately 1 hour.  The 

purpose is to get your perceptions of your experiences using a virtual learning 

environment as a learning environment in your work organization. There is no right or 

wrong or desirable or undesirable answers. I would like you to feel comfortable with 

saying what you really think and how you really feel.  You are free to quit this interview 

at any time without any repercussions.  

Tape Recorder Instructions  

If it is okay with you, I will be tape-recording our conversation.  What you say is very 

important and I would like to ensure that I get everything you say just as you said it.  

However, I assure you that all your comments will remain confidential. I will be 

compiling a report that will contain all of the participants’ comments without any 

reference to the individuals.  

 

Start Information with Statement Below 

 The purpose of this study is to find out how learning in a virtual learning environment 

impacts adult learners’ motivation. Thank you again for agreeing to participate in this 

interview. Let’s start by having you to tell me something about yourself. 

 



148 

 

Transition into the First Question 

Interview Questions for Participants 

 

1.  Describe your experiences learning in the virtual learning environment.  

2. How were you able to control your own learning in the virtual learning environment? 

3.  How do you engage with other learners in the virtual learning environment? Can you 

please provide some examples?  

4.  How do you engage with your instructor in the virtual learning environment? 

5.  What technology (ies) is used in the virtual learning environment that you felt made 

the learning environment engaging or not? 

6.  What were preconceived beliefs about virtual learning environments you had and how 

did they affect your desire to want to participate in the virtual learning environment? 

7.  How did the ease of use or difficulty in the virtual learning environment impact your 

learning?  

8.  Describe your experience with the technical support you received while using the 

virtual learning environment. 

9.  How would you rate your level of computer skills? How did your computer skills 

impact your learning experience in the virtual learning environment?   

10.  How was the training relevant to you? 
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Appendix B: Participant Survey 

1.  Accessing the virtual learning environment was easy for me. 

Strongly Disagree 
1 

Disagree 
2 

Neutral 
3 

Agree 
4 

Strongly Agree 
5 

     

  2. There was something interesting at the beginning of this lesson that got my attention. 

Strongly Disagree 
1 

Disagree 
2 

Neutral 
3 

Agree 
4 

Strongly Agree 
5 

     

3. The virtual learning environment was more difficult to navigate than I would like for it 

to be. 

Strongly Disagree 
1 

Disagree 
2 

Neutral 
3 

Agree 
4 

Strongly Agree 
5 

     

4. I feel that I can receive quality training while learning using a virtual learning 

environment. 

Strongly Disagree 
1 

Disagree 
2 

Neutral 
3 

Agree 
4 

Strongly Agree 
5 

     

5. Completing this lesson successfully was important to me. 

Strongly Disagree 
1 

Disagree 
2 

Neutral 
3 

Agree 
4 

Strongly Agree 
5 

     

6. The collaborative assignments kept my attention. 

Strongly Disagree 
1 

Disagree 
2 

Neutral 
3 

Agree 
4 

Strongly Agree 
5 
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7. The organization of the content helped me to be confident that I would learn the 

material. 

Strongly Disagree 
1 

Disagree 
2 

Neutral 
3 

Agree 
4 

Strongly Agree 
5 

     

8. I believe that I have improved my learning experience by using the virtual learning 

environment. 

Strongly Disagree 
1 

Disagree 
2 

Neutral 
3 

Agree 
4 

Strongly Agree 
5 

     

9. Finding course materials in the virtual learning environment was easy. 

Strongly Disagree 
1 

Disagree 
2 

Neutral 
3 

Agree 
4 

Strongly Agree 
5 

     

10. I believe that I have control of my learning when using the virtual learning 

environment. 

Strongly Disagree 
1 

Disagree 
2 

Neutral 
3 

Agree 
4 

Strongly Agree 
5 
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Appendix C: Observation Protocol 

Date: Time Observation Began:                             Time Ended:  ______________ 

 

Before the observation begins, briefly describe in #1 below, what you expect to be 
observing and why  

you have selected it.  

1. Subject of the Observation. The purpose of the observation is to help explore the social 
and contextual factors that influence adult learners’ autonomy and relatedness needs and 
motivation in a virtual learning 
environment.__________________________________________________________  

At the very beginning of the observation, describe the learning environment.  Note any  

changes in setting of the learning environment as the observation proceeds.  

 

 

 

 

2. Describe how the session begins. (who is present, what exactly was said at the 
beginning).  
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3. Describe the chronology of events in 15 minute intervals.  

 
  

 
  

 
  

 
  

 
 

4.  Interactions that take place during the observation. Who is interacting? How do 
they interact? What technology/social media tools are used for interaction? Describe 1 
example 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5. How does instructor provide instructions?   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 



153 

 

 

6. Describe program activities and participant behaviors (i.e., what’s happening 
during the session and how participants respond).  

 

 

 

 

7. How did participants respond or react to what was happening with the program 
during the observation? What proportion (some, most, all) are actively engaged?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

8. How does the program end? (What are the prompts that the program is ending? Who 
is present, what is said, how do participants react). 
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Appendix D: Participant Informed Consent Form 

Hello, my name is Clarence E. Bashshar. I am a doctoral student at Walden 

University and I am conducting a study on Virtual Learning Environments’ Impact on 

Adult Learners’ Motivation in the Workplace.  You are invited to take part in this study. 

The criteria for being a part of study is, adults who are 18 and older and have had 

previous experience taking training in a virtual learning environment to be in the study.  I 

obtained your name/contact information from your Human Resource Specialist. This 

form is part of a process called “informed consent” to allow you to understand this study 

before deciding whether to take part. 

Background Information: 

The purpose of this study is to explore adult learners’ experiences learning in a virtual 

learning environment. 

Procedures: 

If you agree to be in this study, you will be asked to:  

• Be a part of an observation study.  The observation will last approximately 15 

minutes 

• Participate in online questionnaire.  The questionnaire will last approximately 15 

minutes.   

• Participate in an interview that would last approximately one hour. The interview 

will be audio recorded.  

The Observation Activities will include: 
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• Observing participants engaging the virtual learning environment. 

• Observing participants engaging the social media tools inside the virtual learning.  

• Observing participants’ interaction in the learning environment. 

Here are some sample statements from the Survey: 

 The virtual learning environment was more difficult to navigate than I would like for it 

to be. 

Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Neither Agree 

nor Disagree Agree Strongly Agree 

 
The virtual learning environment was more difficult to navigate than I would like for it 

to be. 

Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Neither Agree 

nor Disagree Agree Strongly Agree 

 
 
Here are some sample questions from Interview: 

• Describe your experiences learning in the virtual learning environment.  

How do you engage with other learners in the virtual learning environment?  

 
Voluntary Nature of the Study: 

This study is voluntary. Everyone will respect your decision of whether or not you 

choose to be in the study. No one at General Services Administration (GSA) will treat 

you differently if you decide not to be in the study. If you decide to join the study now, 

you can still change your mind later. You may stop at any time.   

Risks and Benefits of Being in the Study: 
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Being in this type of study may involve some risk of minor discomforts that can be 

encountered in daily life, such as fatigue.   This study would not pose risk to your safety 

or wellbeing. This study could help improve organizational training and development and 

increase the learning effectiveness of virtual learning environments and online learning. 

Gift: 

 After completion of the study a Starbucks’s Gift card of $10.00 will be mailed to the 

organization for each participant as a token of thanks for consideration of their time. 

Privacy: 

Any information you provide will be kept confidential.  The researcher will not use your 

personal information for any purposes outside of this research project. Also, the 

researcher will not include your name or anything else that could identify you in the 

study reports. Data will be kept secure by using codes in the place of names, discarding 

names when possible and properly securing electronic data through password protection.  

All raw data will kept in secure files.  Data will be kept for a period of at least 5 years, as 

required by the university.  

: 

]. 

Please print or save this consent form for your records. 

  

Obtaining Your Consent 

If you feel you understand the study well enough to make a decision about it, please indicate your 

consent by replying to this email with the words, “I consent”.  
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Appendix E: Qualitative Data Analysis Documentation Form 

ANALYSIS  SPECIFIC 
DATA SETS 
IN USE  

PROCEDURAL 
STEPS  

DECISIO
N RULES 

   
CONCLUSIONS 
DRAWN 

RESEARCH 
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Appendix F: Permission to Use Survey  
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