
 

 

1 

 

 

 

REMOTELY CLOSE: A PHENOMENOLOGICAL EXPLORATION OF HOW ONLINE 

EDUCATION MAY IMPEDE ACADEMIC PERSISTENCE AND SOCIAL INTEGRATION.  

 

 

 

by 

Daniel Ryan Day 

Liberty University 

 

 

A Dissertation Presented in Partial Fulfillment 

Of the Requirements for the Degree 

Doctor of Philosophy: Education - Organizational Leadership 

 

 

 

 

 

Liberty University 

2024 



 

 

2 

 

REMOTELY CLOSE: A PHENOMENOLOGICAL EXPLORATION OF HOW ONLINE 

EDUCATION MAY IMPEDE ACADEMIC PERSISTENCE AND SOCIAL INTEGRATION.  

 

 

 

by 

Daniel Ryan Day 

Liberty University 

 

 

 

A Dissertation Presented in Partial Fulfillment 

Of the Requirements for the Degree 

Doctor of Philosophy: Education - Organizational Leadership 

 

 

Liberty University 

2024 

 

 
APPROVED BY: 

 
Dr. Pat Ferrin, Committee Chair 

 
Dr. Janet Deck, Committee Member 



 

 

3 

Abstract  

The aim of this transcendental phenomenological study is to define and describe the lived 

experiences of those who have taught and taken online classes at post-secondary Assemblies of 

God schools. Tinto’s theory of academic persistence and social integration served as the guiding 

theory of the study, as it was an indispensable part of exploring how online education may 

impede academic persistence and social integration between students and professors. The central 

question of the study deals with how online educators may improve academic persistence and 

social integration between their students and themselves by applying Tinto’s model of 

integration. By strategically utilizing the transcendental phenomenological method, Day gathered 

information regarding the lived experiences of the willing participants to discover emergent 

themes. A sample of 17 men and women who have received online education and taught online 

education at AGUSA schools have participated in this research project. To gather the needed 

information, Day utilized the following data collection methods: individual interviews, group 

discussions, and journal prompts. In light of the growing number of schools investing in online 

educational delivery systems, Day argues that students have a far greater experience when they 

are socially integrated rather than socially isolated. Furthermore, professors have felt the effects 

of social isolation and experience a high sense of professional satisfaction when they are 

adequately connected with their students. Therefore, through this study, Day desires to discover 

advanced methods for social integration so that the students may persist in their academic goals 

and professors may remain motivated with their professional career.   

Keywords: Academic Engagement, Performance, Persistence, Resilience, Extracurricular 

Activities, Social Integration, Sense of Belonging, Social Isolation. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Overview 

Within this qualitative transcendental phenomenological study, Day synthesizes recent 

scholarly research on the social isolation (SI) of post-secondary students enrolled in online 

coursework. Within the proceeding introduction, Day explains the problems associated with SI 

and the people most impacted by it. Next, background research coupled with relevant contextual 

information provides the framework for the study. Once these foundational principles have been 

set, a list of advanced open-ended research questions will guide the reader to various conclusions 

and recommendations for further analysis. Finally, the introduction offers definitions for key 

terms used throughout the study. 

Background 

The exponential increase in the availability and affordability of online education has 

made this learning model progressively popular (Yan et al., 2021 & Han et al., 2022). Personal 

convenience often draws people to remote learning and enroll in this deliverable (Schwam et al., 

2021 & Zhang et al., 2022). While there are many documented benefits to distance education, 

one specific hazard embedded within its framework must be addressed: the issues related to 

social isolation (Butnaru et al., 2021). Students do not exclusively feel the problematic effects of 

SI; educators must also be considered (David & Dobson, 2020). Recently, due to the 

unprecedented impacts of the worldwide pandemic, more than a billion and a half people were 

forced to participate in the furtherance of education by enrolling in online classes (Aslam et al., 

2021). Many online students enjoyed the experience (Yan et al., 2021). However, there is 

convincing data that offers other perspectives and articulates concerns (Usher et al., 2021). 

Careful consideration of these viewpoints may benefit those involved in online educational 
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pathways. Three overarching sections outline the background of the study: 1) Historical 

understandings of online education and the effects of social isolation are presented. 2) Social 

background elements for educators and learners establish the research in real-world events. 3) 

The theoretical aspects of this topic outline futuristic scholarly models for improvement in online 

educational deliverables. These portions of the introduction bring the reader to the understanding 

and conclusion that this subject is worthy of consideration and further investigation. 

Historical Context 

The concerns about social isolation and its connection with long-distance educational 

correspondence methodologies have been introduced previously (Larreamendy-Joerns & 

Leinhardt, 2006). Though there appear to be innumerable examples of technological 

advancements in the field of online learning delivery systems and the ever-growing expanse of 

the Internet of Things (Hosseini et al., 2021 & Sullivan, 2019), teachers and students alike 

continue to articulate feeling a sense of separation from one another (Kwon et al., 2020 & 

Osborne, 2021). These emotional impressions of being alone in the educational journey have 

been shown to influence all involved parties negatively (Petillion, 2020 & Tzafilkou et al., 2021), 

including higher dropout rates among students (Kim et al., 2017; Lee et al., 2013, & Park, 2009) 

and professional dissatisfaction among professors (Dayal, 2023). Though online learning has 

many benefits (Garcia-Vedrenne et al., 2020 & Roy et al., 2022), improvements within the 

sphere of socialization, cultural integration, and relational connection remain (Farmer et al., 

2022). Moreover, given that the schedules and lifestyles of many have become far more 

complex, active, and transient (Guinta, 2023), online education may be the only option for some 

(Butnaru, 2021 & Hanif, 2022). Therefore, it is not the purpose of this study to argue against 

eLearning deliverables. However, the study's author aims to highlight the need for better 
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socialization within this realm to thwart the negative implications of isolation due to remote 

online learning. 

Social Context 

It should be noted that not all participants in online learning have found this pathway to 

hinder their connection with peers and professors (Khan, 2022). Some online learners have 

articulated great satisfaction in meaningful social relationships in their online communities 

(Hosseini et al., 2021). That said, the people who fit within the category of contentment are the 

minority, according to the research (Hensley et al., 2022). Much of a person's happiness and 

sense of fulfillment has to do with their preferred style of learning (Behera et al., 2022 & Rath et 

al., 2019) and the time one may take personally to invest in establishing friendships (Grimaldi, 

2021). Therefore, this study takes time to draw attention to the fact that some would greatly 

prefer online interaction to in-person (Khan, 2022). However, the individual is still responsible 

for purposefully reaching out to others with meaningful interaction (Garcia-Vedrenne et al., 

2020). Researchers show that students and teachers have a much higher sense of satisfaction and 

achievement if they feel socially integrated into the school's culture (Dayal, 2023; Eun, 2019 & 

Farmer, 2022). Therefore, should online delivery systems be designed with the development of 

better relationships in mind, all may profit (Cobb, 2018 & Cridland, 2021). The benefits of social 

integration should be communicated and emphasized early on with each prospective student 

(Cridland, 2021), the school must offer technological tools along with the corresponding training 

needed to accomplish this goal to their educators, and each teacher must require specific levels of 

interaction as part of their pedagogy (Brinia, 2022). 
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Theoretical Context 

When one cross-examines the problems related to social isolation, remote online learning 

delivery systems, and how this topic intersects with the teachers and students of Assemblies of 

God institutions of higher learning, a significant gap in the research is seen. A thorough 

examination of the existing body of scholarly research on these subjects reveals several 

potentially negative impacts of isolation if they still need to be addressed (Roy, 2022 & 

Tzafilkou, 2021). The problems do not exclusively touch students' lives, but rather, professors 

feel these effects concurrently (Scherer, 2021 & Winters, 2023). It is not the goal of this study to 

argue for less online education and more in-person education but to show the growing need for 

online delivery systems to be more purposeful as it relates to the social outcomes that are 

typically available in in-person classrooms (Tami, 2017). In contrast, some students have shown 

zero negative ramifications to studying alone and may even prefer online delivery systems 

instead of in-person; according to the research, this group is in the minority (Behera et al., 2022 

& Rath et al., 2019). Therefore, a growing need to address these issues exists. The chosen theory 

for the study is Tinto's academic and social integration model. Tinto (2007) provides this study's 

overarching theoretical framework and argues for closer peer-to-peer and student-teacher 

interaction and collaboration (Tinto, 2007). This framework shows that when students have a 

great sense of community in and among their fellow scholars and professors, the likelihood of 

success is dramatically increased (Newman, 2021). Furthermore, teachers have expressed a 

higher sense of personal and professional happiness when community and collaboration exist 

between themselves and their class (Leal Filho et al., 2021). This study seeks to refine the 

research by applying it to students and teachers in Assemblies of God schools of higher learning. 
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Problem Statement 

The problem is that online education may impede formal and informal pathways to 

academic persistence and social integration for students and professors. Without critical 

friendships (Baker, 2021), the likelihood of a student successfully achieving their goals and the 

likelihood of a professor connecting and impactfully teaching their lessons becomes improbable 

(Baker, 2021). The traditional context of in-person/on-campus education allows for rapid 

collaboration, connection, and communication with peers and professors (Usher, 2021). 

Furthermore, when online educators do not promptly respond to student correspondents or offer 

meaningful feedback on assignments, the effects of isolation can be compounded (Usher, 2021). 

A person can achieve the best possible educational outcome through the total immersion of one's 

self into the educational process of collaboration and participation with fellow learners and 

educators (Paesani, 2020). 

Being able to participate in and with the class on time actively is a significant 

determinant of achievement (Eun, 2019). Vygotsky's (1978) theory of the Zone of Proximal 

Development argues this point. It states that the space between the actual progress of the learner 

is determined by self-governing problem-solving and the level of potential growth as determined 

through problem-solving under leadership or in partnership with more capable peers (Eun, 2019). 

Therefore, the closer a learner can be to their peers and professors within a healthy collaborative 

environment, the more likely achievement of common goals can be realized (Hedges, 2021; 

Newman, 2021). However, if the effects of social isolation caused by remote/online learning are 

ignored, the opportunity to improve upon this ever-growing educational methodology may be 

missed. Scholars (Cobb et al., 2018; Cridland et al., 2021 & Hehir et al., 2021) agree that online 

platforms often lack education's social and relational benefits. The problem is that online 
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educational deliverables are inadequate and may impede formal and informal pathways to 

academic persistence and social integration for post-secondary students at Assemblies of God 

colleges. This study will offer potential solutions to this problem. 

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of the study was to explore the lived experiences of post-secondary students 

and professors at Assemblies of God, USA schools, and how online education may impede 

formal and informal pathways to academic persistence and social integration within the realms of 

academic performance, extracurricular activities, faculty and staff relations, and peer-group 

interactions. Moreover, within this phenomenological study, Day aims to discover the emotional 

and educational influences of social isolation caused by online/remote learning for post-

secondary students and professors at Assemblies of God, USA, schools of Higher Education. At 

this stage in the research, social isolation will be generally defined as a person's emotional and 

physical condition whereby they have chosen or been forced to withdraw themselves from all 

things familiar, like friends and family, for an excessive amount of time (Morese, 2020). 

Many scholars have well documented the indelible marks that social isolation due to 

remote learning can bring to post-secondary institutions' teachers and students (Shen et al., 2022; 

Barreto et al., 2022; & Hehir et al., 2021). Within this study, Day outlines and chronicles these 

influences on both groups and discovers potential solutions to the many significant physical and 

emotional problems social isolation may cause (Butnaru et al., 2021& Dragolea, 2022). 

Students who are experiencing the negative impacts of remote learning have much higher 

dropout rates (Eun, 2019; George, 2021; Hehir, 2021; Leal Filho, 2021 & Newman, 2021), and 

experience higher levels of fear, anxiety, panic attacks, and depression (Dong, 2022; Mizani, 

2022 & Morgan, 2022). Teachers are not without their concerns. Studies reveal their great desire 
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to connect with and help their students, yet many feel their schools need to adequately equip and 

empower them at high levels (Ferri, 2020; Lambert, 2020 & Scherer, 2021). Human beings are 

inherently social creatures that desire to enjoy close and meaningful interaction and deep 

connection with one another (Cudjoe et al., 2020 & Leal Filho, 2021). This study highlights the 

problems caused by social isolation for students and teachers at schools of higher learning that 

the Assemblies of God, USA, oversee. This study also highlights the need for greater social 

connection in online delivery systems between professors and peers at these schools to mitigate 

the abovementioned issues and see more students graduate and teachers fulfill their duties. 

Significance of the Study 

This study draws data from three primary viewpoints, empirical, theoretical, and 

practical. While these perspectives may crisscross one another at points, each is important to the 

study in its particular way. Thus, it adds to the broader conversation and research on social 

isolation and its impact on students and teachers. 

Empirical Significance 

This topic is empirically significant because of the overwhelming negative impact of 

social isolation that may result from online learning (Cobb et al., 2018; Cridland et al., 2021 & 

Hehir et al., 2021). These issues include but are not limited to higher levels of depression, 

loneliness, fear, anxiety, and overall disconnection from a healthy learning community (Dong, 

2022; Mizani, 2022 & Morgan, 2022). Furthermore, the weight of available scholarly research 

agrees that if significant efforts are not made to connect students relationally with their peers and 

professors, the successful completion of one's education decreases immensely (Usher et al., 

2021). Therefore, this study aims to identify the dangers of unresolved social isolation for online 
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learners and educators and to make recommendations for AGUSA schools of higher learning to 

improve online educational delivery systems. 

Theoretical Significance 

This topic is theoretically significant since it may extend Tinto's model of academic and 

social integration (Tinto, 1975, 1993, 2022, & Eun, 2019) to online collegiate learners and 

teachers. More specifically, if approved, this dissertation will attempt to fill the gap in the 

literature as it relates to Assemblies of God Colleges and Universities. Since the Assemblies of 

God has historically been very active in their efforts to educate and remain academically and 

technologically relevant (Higher education A/G 2022, History - evangel university, 2022), this 

study may offer critical insights for their continued growth and development of new programs 

and the improvement of older ones. These findings might improve academic delivery systems 

and how online developers can innovate and creatively reimagine ways and means of online 

social gathering. Thus, the significance of the study brings older and well-established learning 

principles of Tinto into the modern online classroom experience.  

Practical Significance 

The study's practical significance may be helpful for both the learner and the educator. 

For example, if students actively engage with their teachers, and if teachers feel they are 

positively influencing their students, then the successful dissemination of information and 

completion of a degree is more likely to occur (Hedges, 2021; Newman, 2021 & Paesani, 2020), 

and the professional satisfaction among teachers grows (Chen, 2022). Furthermore, if all those 

involved in the leadership of AGUSA schools could understand the previously mentioned 

dangers of social isolation, they would be able to address the issue through more robust 



 

 

20 

professional training for all involved in online education and onboarding new students (Lambert, 

2020). 

Research Questions 

Drawing upon the data outlined in the problem and purpose statement sections, the following 

represents the central research question and subsequent questions. 

Central Question: How can online educators improve academic and social persistence between 

their students and themselves by applying Tinto's Model of Integration?  

Sub-Question 1: What methods are you using to evaluate your students' academic persistence 

and social interaction?  

Sub-Question 2: What online extracurricular activities or projects are you currently offering, or 

have you previously offered?  

Sub-Question 3: What online social activities/opportunities have you offered in the past, or do 

you plan to create and facilitate meaningful connections between you and your students and from 

student to student?  

Definitions 

This section lists critical terms and definitions pertinent to the study. Include terms that 

use abbreviations. An example is provided below. 

1. Academic Engagement: signifies that the student has a great sense of intrinsic self-

motivation to interact with all points of their academic experiences and learning material 

(Eriksen et al., 2023 & Skinner et al., 2009). 

2. Academic Performance: refers to the student's ability to fully and systemically 

comprehend, understand, and apply what they have learned in their class context (Alam 

et al., 2023; Sotardi, 2022 & Tinto, 2020). 
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3. Academic Persistence/Resilience: In the broadest sense, this refers to the progression of 

and ability of the student's flexibility and adaptation despite complex challenges 

(Alcuetas, 2019; Allan, 2019; Howard, 2000 & Martin, 2002). It may also indicate one's 

aptitude for successfully handling academic setbacks, anxiety, and pressures (Alcuetas, 

2019; Allan, 2019; Howard, 2000 & Martin, 2002). Furthermore, it is a student's ability 

to be blindsided and simultaneously cope and maintain their academic schedule and 

structure (Alcuetas, 2019; Allan, 2019; Howard, 2000 & Martin, 2002). 

4. Assemblies of God, USA (AGUSA): The Assemblies of God, USA, was established in 

1914 in Hot Springs, Arkansas. The founding members included 300 men and women. 

Now the A/G has 13,000 churches globally with 69 million adherences. This statistic 

makes the AG the world's largest Pentecostal denomination. (Assemblies of God, 2023) 

5. Distance Education: Officially endorsed and accredited education in which those in the 

class (learners and leaders) are not in the same physical learning environment (Rath, 

2019). 

6. Extracurricular Activities: events outside the regular curriculum of a school or college: 

sports, music, clubs, and drama are examples of some of the most prevalent 

extracurricular activities (Bartkus et al., 2012; Keaton & Gilbert, 2020).  

7. Faculty and Staff Relations: The faculty and staff of the online program are the principal 

players in fostering a safe, exciting, and interactive community within the classroom for 

the students (Berry, 2019; Nicklin et al., 2022 & Snijders et al., 2022). Important 

relational factors include a sense of trust fostered by honest dialogue, empathy, grace, and 

a commitment to healthy conflict management (Berry, 2019; Nicklin et al., 2022 & 

Snijders et al., 2022). 
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8. Online/eLearning/remote delivery tools: the systems that facilitate and strengthen 

learning with digital technologies (Hensley, 2022). 

9. Intellectual Development: refers to the personal intellectual growth of the student beyond 

one's personal firmly held preexisting ignorance, prejudice, or biases as a result of their 

learning and interactions at school (Felder, 2004; Gobec et al., 2022; Tsai et al., 2023).  

10. Peer-group Interactions: means having the opportunity to work together in collaborative 

environments inside the classroom with their fellow learners (Dhanjal et al., 2023, Frith, 

(2023). Glyn-Jones, 2023; Li, 2023 & Wilson et al., 2023) as well as engaging with them 

outside the classroom through informal social gatherings (Glyn-Jones, 2023 & Sadykova, 

2014). 

11. Remote learning: refers to giving and receiving education through non-traditional means 

via technological delivery systems without an in-person/face-to-face classroom 

experience (Hartong, 2023 & Sofi-Karim et al., 2023). 

12. Social integration: refers to how a student develops into a fully accepted, respected, and 

valuable part of the class, group, and overall educational and social structure (He et al., 

2023 & Macmillan, 2007). When the learner has attained a high level of acceptance and 

respect by involving themselves in the institutional social structure and feels a great sense 

of appreciation and care from their peers and professors, they can be considered socially 

integrated (Beam, 2023; He et al., 2023 & Macmillan, 2007). 

13. Sense of Belonging: refers to when the student feels accepted and connected to their peers 

and professors as well as to the overall social ethos of the institution (Chen et al., 2023). 

One may be considered connected when they feel they are relating well with the school's 

community by having high trust and mutual support (Chen et al., 2023). 
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14. Social isolation: refers to a person's emotional and physical condition whereby they have 

chosen or been forced to withdraw themselves from all things familiar, like friends and 

family, for excessive time (Morese, 2020 & Tang et al., 2021). SI records and refers to 

the absence of social interactions or uncommon social contact with other people, 

accentuated by an acute sense of loneliness (Alshammari et al., 2023; Dong, 2022; 

Mizani, 2022; Morese, 2020; Morgan, 2022 & Tang et al., 2021). 

15. Student engagement: when the student gives their utmost focus, care, and thoughtfulness 

to the study materials being presented and involves the cumulative effort the learner puts 

into their overall achievement and success. (Hoi, 2021 & Trowler, 2010). 

16. Professor engagement: This type of interaction involves students' positive back-and-forth 

relationship with the teacher of the courses they are currently enrolled in (Hoi, 2021). 

Summary 

Issues about social elements of online educational delivery systems remain a significant 

concern for students and teachers of post-secondary schools across the globe. Concerns with 

online students range from higher dropout rates to lower levels of achievement. In contrast, the 

concerns with educators tend to revolve around feelings of professional dissatisfaction and a loss 

of connection with their class. With online classes becoming more and more the rule rather than 

the exception, schools must make purposeful efforts to improve the overall feel of relational 

connectedness among their constituents. If the issues of social isolation caused by remote 

learning remain unaddressed, teachers and students may continue to suffer harm, and the school's 

mission may be misplaced. This phenomenology study addresses the gap in the research about 

these issues within the context of AGUSA schools of higher learning. The study aims to 
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highlight the overarching problems of social isolation and make recommendations for practical 

application and improvement in these areas. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Overview 

A systematic review of current scholarly literature was made to explore the experiences 

of post-secondary college students and their professors related to their feelings of isolation due to 

remote online learning. This chapter offers a methodical review of the research on this subject. 

The study draws upon Tinto's theory of academic and social integration, which has been selected 

to undergird and support the genuine arguments. Additionally, Tinto's model highlights the 

connections between academic performance, extracurricular activities, faculty/staff relationships, 

and peer group support to combat the issues surrounding student persistence and social 

integration, thus, showing how healthy learning communities and social integration may lead to 

successful educational outcomes and combat the effects of social isolation due to remote 

learning. The first section will discuss the primary theory and review recent literature on 

effective methodologies to help students develop their academic prowess and social integration. 

Finally, the research surrounding the varying perspectives of professors and students on the 

intersection of online education, peer-to-peer relationships, professor and staff relationships, 

online extracurricular activities, and academic performance is offered. Finally, a gap in the 

literature is identified as it relates to how online education may impede formal and informal 

pathways to academic persistence and social integration for students and professors at 

Assemblies of God schools for higher education.  

Tinto's theoretical framework is portrayed in the concept map illustrated in Figure 1. The 

green boxes define and describe the four major components of Tinto's model. These pieces are 

further highlighted, defined, and explained in the forthcoming sections.  
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Figure 1: Concept Map  

  

 

 

Theoretical Framework 

Within this literature review, Day highlights the significance of Tinto's model for 

academic and social integration (SIT), to the apparent applications for post-secondary students 

and their professors to assist them in overcoming the obstructions to academic persistence and 

social integration in online learning. When one considers the volume of writing provided by 

Tinto, it is vital to narrow the scope of this review to focus on a few specific terms (Moustakas, 

1994 & Newman, 2021). Therefore, in the following paragraphs, a thorough description of 

Tinto's theory is outlined and discussed to show how this theory has informed the literature of 

this study. Finally, evidence is presented for how the following study may extend this theory.  

(Note: Figure 1 designed by Daniel Day) 
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Solutions may be discovered by applying the theoretical framework of Tinto's sense of 

collaboration and community to the social isolation experienced by post-secondary college 

students and their professors due to remote learning. Within this review, Day synthesizes the 

current scholarly literature as well as the conditions that cause this sense of isolation along with 

an overview of related literature of Tinto’s theory. The proceeding pages combine the ideals of 

those researchers who have already contributed to the subject. Finally, a gap in the literature is 

identified, along with recommendations for further study.  

Tinto's Model for Academic and Social Integration Theory  

What makes for a student's successful and enjoyable experience at a post-secondary 

institution has much to do with the level at which the student becomes immersed in the school's 

overall ethos as well as their sense of acceptance and belonging (Lakhal et al., 2020 & Tinto, 

1975, 1993, 2022). Thus, the essence of Vincent Tinto's academic and social integration theory is 

revealed (Lakhal et al., 2020 & Tinto, 1975, 1993, 2022). Most literature on Tinto's theory is 

connected to student retention and dropout rates; Day draws connections from the theory to 

methods for overcoming the impact of social isolation. Firstly, however, a brief history of the 

theorist and a description of the leading theory must be offered at this point in the study.  

Vincent Tinto is a distinguished and highly awarded professor emeritus at Syracuse 

University, and his contributions to the academic world are nearly incalculable (Davidson et al., 

2013 & Tinto, 1975, 1993, 2022). In the early to mid-70s, Tinto first began to research and 

discover the reasons why some universities had better retention than others and then outline the 

commonalities (Davidson et al., 2013 & Tinto, 1975, 1993, 2022). His influence was solidified in 

the early 1990s as the Academic and Social Integration Theory principles were refined 

(Davidson et al., 2013 & Lakhal et al., 2020). Detailed research shows that success is far less 
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likely if a student does not connect beyond the classroom and socially integrate themselves into 

the full fellowship of the school (Lakhal et al., 2020 & Tinto, 2007). Practical applications of this 

principle come in the form of social supporters like counselors and teachers (Lakhal et al., 2020 

& Tinto, 2007). Receiving advice from fellow learners and mentoring can increase students' 

sense of belonging, access to understanding, and dedication to the organization (Lakhal et al., 

2020 & Tinto, 2007). Should these ideals be applied to the modern-day student, the effects of 

isolation may be mediated.  

At the core of Tinto's theory are the ideals of academic performance, satisfaction with the 

academic experience, and social integration with one's peers and professors (Liu, 2000 & Tinto, 

1987). According to Tinto, social integration is marked by an evident lack of social isolation on 

the part of the student (Liu, 2000 & Tinto, 1987). Another way to view the theory is to define it 

as the psychological results of one's interactions with intuitional systems and having participated 

in the progression of those systems in fulfilling the mission and vision of the school (Baird, 2000 

& Lakhal et al., 2020). For Tinto, academic integration happens when the learner shows a high 

level of intellectual growth and perceives their environment positively (Baird, 2000 & Lakhal et 

al., 2020). Furthermore, the theory explains that the level of involvement marks the student's 

social integration in extracurricular activities and the constant evidence of constructive 

relationships with the academic community (Baird, 2000 & Lakhal et al., 2020). With these 

definitions outlined, the study will now seek to apply these concepts to the issues surrounding the 

learning environment.  

Creating a vibrant working, learning, and collaborative environment for teachers and 

students is vital. Tinto refers to this environment as having a sense of community (Tinto, 1975, 

1993, 2022). Students feel a sense of belonging when a healthy working and learning 
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environment or learning community exists. Out of that sense of belongingness, students are 

inspired to develop and grow academically and personally (Tinto, 1975, 1993, 2022). 

Additionally, the classroom is less about being better than one's peers and learning from and with 

fellow students (Tinto, 1975, 1993, 2022). Healthy relationships are at the root of any solution 

proposed in this study, and Tinto would also infer closeness with one's peers and professors 

(Tinto, 1975, 1993, 2022). 

At the outset of this work, Day has sought to clearly articulate the problem of isolation 

within remote learning environments and its causes. These problems have been studied 

exhaustively, and proven that the effects of isolation and its consequences have become a 

significant drawback for those participating in remote online learning (Shen et al., 2022; Barreto 

et al., 2022; & Hehir et al., 2021). In the aftermath of the academic disruption caused by the 

global pandemic of 2020-21, more than a billion students were physically isolated and in some 

form of online learning environment (Adi et al., 2022; Hensley et al., 2022 & Sage et al., 2021). 

Students not used to the tools and mechanisms of remote learning or struggled with self-pacing 

and motivation had significant bouts of disconnectedness and disengagement (Hensley et al., 

2022; Sage et al., 2021). Suppose the problems caused by isolation still need to be addressed. In 

that case, the academic performance of the student will significantly drop (Hoi et al., 2021; 

Paesani, 2020 & Sage et al., 2021), the efficacy of the educator will continue to diminish (Hoi et 

al., 2021; Paesani, 2020 & Sage et al., 2021), and the hurtful impact student dropout rates on 

post-secondary schools will rise (Hoi et al., 2021; Paesani, 2020 & Sage et al., 2021).  

Therefore, as outlined in this literature review, Day's position is collaboration and 

community, as defined by Tinto (1974; Tinto, 1993 & Tinto, 2022), will form the constructs 

upon which the effects of isolation due to remote learning may be successfully managed and 



 

 

30 

overcome. Specifically, this study applies Tinto's research on academic performance, 

extracurricular activities, faculty/staff relationships, and peer group support to online learning 

environments and the challenges found therein. The remaining sections for this theoretical 

framework will outline the relevant historical context of the theory and its related literature. 

Additionally, great effort is made to articulate clearly why this theory is pertinent to feelings of 

isolation among post-secondary students. Finally, best practices for fostering collaborative 

community-based environments will also be outlined. 

Related Literature 

Having laid the foundational ideals of the proposed study within the framework of Tinto's 

theory of academic and social integration (Tinto, 1974; Tinto, 1993 & Tinto, 2022). Day will 

now move to synthesize pertinent and scholarly literature related to remote learning and social 

isolation among college professors and students. The following sources outlined in this inclusive 

review were drawn from the various academic databases available through Liberty University's 

online library and Google Scholar. After searching these keywords, significant themes began to 

arise from the previously published works. These themes combine to make up the theoretical 

underpinnings of the study. Primary topics that form the study include remote learning 

perspectives from the students and professors, elements of social isolation, elements of online 

educational platforms, social isolation from the perspective of the student and professor, and the 

associations between one's connectedness to the school and their successful completion of 

educational goals. Finally, chapter two concludes with an exhaustive summary of the 

abovementioned themes.  
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Components of Remote Learning 

The exponential growth and need for new online/remote learning tools are well-

documented (Chen, 2022; Kansal et al., 2021; Ospina et al., 2021; & Rath, 2019). These 

technical deliverables have taken many forms over the years (Grimaldi, 2021; Li, 2023, & 

Seleznev et al., 2022). Therefore, it is essential to define remote learning as it relates to this 

study. For this qualitative phenomenological study, remote learning refers to giving and 

receiving education through non-traditional means via technological delivery systems without an 

in-person/face-to-face classroom experience (Hartong, 2023 & Sofi-Karim et al., 2023). When 

these systems are successfully implemented, the student is anticipated to gain insight germane to 

their area of interest, allowing them to develop and be equipped with the needed skills for their 

desired career path (Grimaldi, 2021 & Sofi-Karim et al., 2023). Distance education through 

online platforms has become the norm (Grimaldi, 2021 & Sofi-Karim et al., 2023). Data reveals 

that most high schoolers will have taken at least one entire class online before they graduate and 

enter college (Li, 2023 & Sofi-Karim et al., 2023). These students will benefit from various data 

collection and informational resources (Li, 2023 & Sofi-Karim et al., 2023). Schools that do not 

have the enrollment, budget, or interest in unique subjects can take advantage of online classes to 

accommodate the few students who would benefit from such a class (Sofi-Karim et al., 2023). 

While favorable and advantageous elements of online learning appear to be abundant, that does 

not mean that varying viewpoints do not exist (Abdullah, 2022; Rath et al., 2019; & Van Wart et 

al., 2020). It is to those different perspectives that the study now turns.  
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Perspectives on Remote Learning 

Researchers show that students and teachers involved in online learning have varying 

outlooks on the strengths and weaknesses of remote education (Aydin, 2021 & Bergmark et al., 

2018). Upon close examination of the data, there are elements of commonality and vast 

differences in their vantage points (Aydin, 2021 & Bergmark et al., 2018). The following section 

of the study outlines students' feelings regarding remote learning environments. Likewise, Day 

brings attention to the thoughts and feelings of teachers about remote learning delivery systems. 

To arrive at potential solutions to online learning issues, understanding the lived experiences of 

those who participate in online learning regularly is beneficial.  

Student Perspectives 

The study aims to understand the many factors influencing students' perspectives on 

remote learning (Hopkins, 2008; Rath et al., 2019 & Van Wart et al., 2020). When considering 

this issue, many operational and relational dynamics arise (Hopkins, 2008; Rath et al., 2019 & 

Van Wart et al., 2020). Researchers have identified the following items as determining how post-

secondary students rate their remote learning experience. These items include the quality of the 

teacher (Shin, 2021 & Kollalpitiya et al., 2020), the flexibility of one's schedule (Rath et al., 

2019 & Van Wart et al., 2020), a sense that the educator is available, and present (Rath et al., 

2019 & Van Wart et al., 2020), learning community and a feeling of being connected with fellow 

peers (Rath et al., 2019; Shin, 2021 & Van Wart et al., 2020), the user-friendly application of the 

online platform (Rath et al., 2019; Shin, 2021 & Van Wart et al., 2020), emotional and 

motivational support (Harefa, 2022 & Shin, 2021), access to quality computer equipment and 

internet (Abdullah, 2022; Harefa, 2022, & Pradana et al., 2021), and timeliness in grading 

feedback (Sopina, 2015 & Watkins et al., 2014). The findings reveal that when these elements 
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are in place and functioning at their highest potential, most students have a positive outlook on 

remote learning (Rath et al., 2019; Sopina, 2015 & Watkins et al., 2014). That said, many of 

these same students still prefer the in-person/face-to-face experience of a classroom in many 

cases (Behera et al., 2022 & Rath et al., 2019). Therefore, data reveals a case-by-case and class-

by-class preference related to remote learning preferences from the student's viewpoint (Rath et 

al., 2019; Sopina, 2015 & Watkins et al., 2014). From the student's perspective, some topics may 

be best learned and experienced in person, while others can be very satisfactorily learned through 

online platforms (Behera et al., 2022 & Rath et al., 2019). Understanding students' thoughts as it 

relates to remote learning is only part of the equation of this study; now, the study will focus on 

the vantage point of the professor. 

Professor Perspectives 

Vital to the study is attempting to see and comprehend aspects of remote learning from 

the teacher's vantage point. While those on the frontlines of education see several benefits to 

online learning, such as autonomy of pace, space, ease of access, and schedule (Snijders et al., 

2022; Scherer et al., 2021; & Van Wart et al., 2020) teachers are without their concerns (Snijders 

et al., 2022 & Scherer et al., 2021). The different approaches that online teaching requires as 

opposed to in-person methodologies are vast. Only some educators are comfortable and have 

been adequately taught to utilize new technological tools effectively (Chen et al., 2022; Erdem-

Aydin, 2021 & Khan et al., 2022). A call for adaptation in teaching approaches that equips the 

learner to be more involved and participatory in each class has commenced (Khan et al., 2022 & 

Kinasevych, 2010). 
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Furthermore, not all learners or leaders are self-starters and do not quickly motivate 

themselves apart from an in-person community (Adi Badiozaman et al., 2022 & Huo, 2021), but 

that does not negate the fact that current cultural and educational paradigms are shifting more 

and more to online platforms (Adi Badiozaman et al., 2022 & Huo, 2021). Teachers' and their 

students' concerns regarding remote learning are not without their commonalities. Both groups 

are concerned about sustaining motivation, confidentiality, security, access to good equipment, 

and internet connectivity (Chen et al., 2022; Erdem-Aydin, 2021). Researchers show that many 

choose to enter the teaching profession out of a calling to help, love, contribute to, and empower 

their students (Bergmark et al., 2018 & Garza-Rodríguez, 2022). This intrinsic desire to make a 

positive and lasting difference in the lives of learners does not change due to the methodologies 

that online learning requires. However, these desires may be inhibited if the abovementioned 

concerns are not adequately addressed.  

Factors of Social Isolation 

According to Vygotsky's Zone of Proximal Development theory (1978),  the closer that 

one can be to the learning community, including one's professors and peers, the better the 

chances are that students will achieve educational success (Eun, 2019 & Newman, 2021, 

Vygotsky, 1978, Vygotsky, 1986). That said, the social isolation caused by remote learning 

pathways physically and, at times, emotionally removes the student and teacher from one 

another, which has caused significant problems (Butnaru et al., 2021& Dragolea, 2022). This 

section seeks to outline these issues from the perspectives of the student and teacher. However, it 

is of first importance to define social isolation and the documented outcomes proceeding from it. 

Social isolation refers to a person's emotional and physical condition whereby they have chosen 

or been forced to withdraw themselves from all things familiar, like friends and family, for 
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excessive time (Morese, 2020; Tang et al., 2021). While it is true that distance learning does 

offer some interaction via the Internet of Things, various apps, and digital meeting tools 

(Morese, 2020; Tang et al., 2021), this fact does not negate the human need for closer interaction 

and connection (Cudjoe et al., 2020; Leal Filho, 2021). The mental and emotional health issues 

spurred on and exacerbated due to the forced remote learning brought on by the worldwide 

pandemic of 2020 created tremendous problems for educators and learners alike (George et al., 

2021; Morgan, 2022). Being alone and connecting in limited ways through their digital devices 

does not appear to bother students, but the quality and retention of information have been 

different (Behera et al., 2022; Rath et al., 2019).  

Student Perspectives  

From the viewpoint of many online learners, the emotional and mental dangers caused by 

social isolation, such as fear, anxiety, panic attacks, and depression, far outweigh the benefits of 

accessibility and affordability (Dong, 2022; Mizani, 2022; Morgan, 2022). Due to these issues 

and more, some students attending live online classes may not feel comfortable having their 

camera set to the on position, thus removing more elements of interaction and quality of learning 

(Castelli, 2021; Morgan, 2022; Villa Castaño et al., 2022). Furthermore, during social isolation 

due to remote learning, students miss much of the on-campus experiences that traditional college 

life affords the student, such as sporting events and student clubs (Blake et al., 2021; Leal Filho 

et al., 2021). All of these matters together culminate in an understanding that the social 

components of a student's experience in college are a vitally important part of their overall 

educational development and enjoyment. These concerns are not exclusive to the student, and 

teachers are not immune from the effects of social isolation.  
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Professor Perspectives 

The emotional and mental health issues that weigh upon the student are not exclusively 

theirs to bear, and teachers feel the pressures (Antonini, 2020; Leal Filho, 2021). Teachers may 

sometimes feel the same fears, worries, and anxieties as their students (Ferri, 2020 & Winters et 

al., 2023). However, there are unique challenges facing today's educators that should be noted 

(Ferri, 2020 & Morgan, 2022). Tinto's sense of community and belongingness is primarily 

created by the thoughtful and purposeful professor (Hehir, 2021 & Winters et al., 2023). 

Unfortunately, not all educators have been taught the skills or tools to create meaningful online 

communities (Ferri, 2020 & Morgan, 2022). As a result, some teachers feel they need help 

knowing how to succeed (Lambert, 2020 & Scherer, 2021). Not knowing what to do is not the 

issue for professors, rather how to professionally and efficiently perform their duties (Lambert, 

2020 & Scherer, 2021). A lack of training, equipment, and empowerment for these creative 

elements that add to the sense of belongingness that must be present in the classroom adds to the 

teacher's overall frustration (Ferri, 2020 & Scherer, 2021). Systems that advance the educator's 

knowledge of the technological tools must help alleviate some pressure (Ferri, 2020 & Scherer, 

2021).  

Conditions and Causes Social Isolation  

Before moving on to other aspects of this study, it is essential to emphasize a few 

overarching conditions and causes of social isolation embedded in online learning environments. 

Attaining newfound awareness and understanding of these issues may be helpful for professors 

and online classroom designers (Alenezi, 2023; Lim et al., 2022; Saat et al., 2023 & Salimi et al., 

2023). Clearly explained and proven within recent academic research (Jafar et al., 2023; Riboldi 

et al., 2023; & Salimi et al., 2023), mental and emotional health is critical and may influence the 
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success or failure of the student. This section will highlight the prevailing conditions and causes 

of social isolation, hoping that those in online education will know and avoid them by all 

possible means. It should be noted that the following information applies to all involved in post-

secondary education, such as professors and administrators.  

Those involved with online collegiate education have been known to experience social 

isolation when the following circumstances exist. These include: 

1. The absence of a social support system (Cooke, 1988; Lim et al., 2022; & Ye et al., 

2020), 

2. The absence of access to resources and training (Alenezi, 2023 & Sofi-Karim et al., 

2023), 

3. The absence of control over exterior factors (Fülöp et al., 2023; Saat et al., 2023; Xie et 

al., 2023), and 

4. The absence of assistance with preexisting mental health problems (Jafar et al., 2023; 

Riboldi et al., 2023; & Salimi et al., 2023). 

These four foundational points create the prevailing causes and circumstances that have led 

students and educational professionals into social isolation (Alenezi, 2023; Lim et al., 2022; Saat 

et al., 2023 & Salimi et al., 2023). In what follows, clear definitions of these circumstances are 

provided. Should one gain knowledge on the following framework for social isolation, strategies 

to overcome these obstacles may be created.  

The absence of access to a social support system is the primary cause of social isolation 

among higher online education students (Cooke, 1988; Lim et al., 2022; & Ye et al., 2020). 

Social support signifies the mental, emotional, spiritual, and educational sustenance an individual 

may receive through social connections (Cooke, 1988; Lim et al., 2022, & Ye et al., 2020). 
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Support systems include friends, families, clubs, teams, and organizations (Cooke, 1988; Lim et 

al., 2022; & Ye et al., 2020). When those involved in online education take advantage of the 

support structures made available through the aforementioned social opportunities, their chances 

of success climb (Cooke, 1988; Lim et al., 2022; & Ye et al., 2020). There must be more than 

just a social support system to guarantee graduation. Three more factors must be at work. 

The subsequent obstruction in completing online education is the need for more access to 

adequate technological resources and training (Alenezi, 2023 & Sofi-Karim et al., 2023). When 

millions around the world were forced to transition their education to online only, those who did 

not have the proper equipment, efficient internet accessibility, and training to know how to use 

these tools suffered greatly (Alenezi, 2023 & Sofi-Karim et al., 2023). Even if an under-

resourced individual had a social support system, it would matter little if they were not equipped 

with the necessary tools and training to implement online education (Alenezi, 2023 & Sofi-

Karim et al., 2023). When the student and educators have their support system and resources, 

achievement at the highest levels becomes possible (Alenezi, 2023 & Sofi-Karim et al., 2023). 

Even still, there can be factors outside of one's control that can hinder progress. It is to that 

subject that this study now turns.  

Thirdly, having no access to control over exterior factors may hinder one from achieving 

academic or professional goals (Fülöp et al., 2023; Saat et al., 2023; Xie et al., 2023). One 

primary example in recent history is the global pandemic caused by COVID-19 (Fülöp et al., 

2023; Saat et al., 2023; Xie et al., 2023). However, many examples of non-controllable factors 

may enter one's life. External Factors refer to those happenings in one's life that did not originate 

with that person and cannot be altered by that person's actions or will (Fülöp et al., 2023; Saat et 

al., 2023; Xie et al., 2023). Insufficient institutional infrastructure and support, illness, car 
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accidents, war, death, and economic recession/depression are all examples of exterior factors that 

may hinder one's educational goals (Fülöp et al., 2023; Saat et al., 2023; Xie et al., 2023). 

Having resilience and the ability to cope with these unexpected difficulties assists one's life when 

these factors arise (Fülöp et al., 2023; Saat et al., 2023; Xie et al., 2023). That said, there is one 

more item to consider, and that is the issue of mental health.  

Lastly, it is vital to the study to bring attention to and highlight the importance of mental 

health. When there is an absence of access to assistance with preexisting mental health problems, 

research reveals major problems (Jafar et al., 2023; Riboldi et al., 2023; & Salimi et al., 2023) 

All of the issues previously outlined in this section influence mental health. For example, when 

the external factor of COVID-19 became the prevailing reality for most, access to school was not 

the only thing that was cut off (Jafar et al., 2023; Riboldi et al., 2023; & Salimi et al., 2023). In 

some cases, there was no ability to get one's medication or counseling during this time (Jafar et 

al., 2023; Riboldi et al., 2023; & Salimi et al., 2023). Even when telehealth was made available 

through those in the medical field, if the patient had no access to good equipment or an internet 

connection, it mattered not (Jafar et al., 2023; Riboldi et al., 2023; & Salimi et al., 2023) 

Social isolation has been shown to exacerbate mental health conditions, making them more acute 

and potentially dangerous (Jafar et al., 2023; Riboldi et al., 2023; & Salimi et al., 2023). 

Therefore, the causes and circumstances surrounding social isolation are best understood within 

the framework of these four items (Alenezi, 2023; Lim et al., 2022; Saat et al., 2023 & Salimi et 

al., 2023).  
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Academic Performance & Online Learning 

Within this section of the study, student and professor perspectives on remote learning 

and its various pathways to academic performance are put forward. Firstly, it is essential to 

define academic performance. At a basic level, academic performance refers to the student's 

ability to fully and systemically comprehend, understand, and apply what they have learned in 

their class context (Alam et al., 2023; Sotardi, 2022 & Tinto, 2020). It has been documented 

(Alam et al., 2023; Sotardi, 2022 & Tinto, 2020) that a student's academic performance's efficacy 

is directly associated with their perception of being accepted into and respected by their fellow 

learners and teachers. Furthermore, it is argued that the pinacol of a student's academic 

performance may only be reached after fully integrating into the social and intellectual ethos of 

the school (Huo et al., 2022 & Tinto, 1987, 2020). These findings are not exclusive but be true 

for people of varying backgrounds, demographics, languages, and nationalities (Echenique, 2007 

& Jieyi et al., 2022). With the factors mentioned above in mind, perceptions from teachers and 

students about the data are now offered. 

How students perceive their online learning environment has implications for their 

success or failure in the course (Han, 2021 & Yu et al., 2022). If the student can maximize the 

online learning tools to effectively organize their goals, time, and tasks, gaining the motivation 

for solid academic achievement may be found (Han, 2021 & Yu et al., 2022). Another factor that 

enhances academic success for the learner is mentorship and coaching (Gobec et al., 2022 & 

Park, 2022). When back-and-forth collaborative exchanges exist between the student and their 

professor, the entire learning experience is greatly enhanced (Gobec et al., 2022 & Pilotti, 2023). 

Moreover, researchers demonstrate that having a sense of a peer-to-peer community of fellow 

learners also assists online students in achieving their goals (Guo et al., 2021; Sotardi, 2022 & 
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Tinto, 2020). Therefore, the more socially connected and accepted students feel with their peers, 

the more likely they are to maximize their academic potential and finish well. How a student can 

align these components to academic success largely depends on the engagement of their 

professors, and it is to their viewpoints that the study now turns.  

No one influences a student's sense of belonging within a university more than the 

professor (Park, 2022 & Sotardi, 2022). There is an inseparable link between students and their 

professors that may either enhance or hinder the learner's personal health, confidence, incentive, 

and academic efficacy (Park, 2022 & Sotardi, 2022). If their bond strengthens through a healthy 

sense of teacher presence, thoughtful feedback, and timely communication, the pathways to 

social integration and academic success become clear (Park, 2022 & Sotardi, 2022). When 

teachers are adequately trained to maximize their online tools and equipped with them, the 

likelihood of engagement and professional satisfaction increases (Chen et al., 2022 & Erdem-

Aydin, 2021). Should the teacher take seriously the immense influence that they possess in the 

life of a student and display how much they genuinely care about their academic achievement 

and success, the better chances are that the student will achieve their social and intellectual goals 

in online education (Oducado et al., 2022 & Park, 2022; Sotardi, 2022). 

Intellectual Development 

Tinto's focus on intellectual development (ID) is of the utmost importance to the study at 

hand and how it factors into the student's sense of either belonging or isolation in their academic 

performance (Tinto, 1974; Tinto, 1993, & Tinto, 2022). Many researchers have offered 

significant contributions to the subject of strategy development concerning ID and how writers 

of the curriculum can design classes that give the student their best chances of success 

(Abduraxmanova, 2022; Felder, 2004; Gobec et al., 2022, & Peirce, 2003). Censuses, surveys, 
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deliberations, interviews, writing, debate, conflict resolution exercises, and journals provide a 

starting point that creates interactive opportunities for the students and their professors 

(Abduraxmanova, 2022; Felder, 2004; Gobec et al., 2022 & Peirce, 2003). Often it is the case 

that young students arriving at college come with firmly held yet ignorant belief systems that 

could benefit from the perspectives and opinions of their peers (Felder, 2004 & Gobec et al., 

2022), and therefore it is vital to the student's ID to have as many opportunities to interact with 

their peers as often as possible (Felder, 2004 & Gobec et al., 2022). Though many college 

students enter school with a cursory knowledge of technological tools and the Internet of Things 

(Hoffman, 2003 & Li et al., 2023), it cannot be taken for granted that everyone has information, 

computer, media, and communication to thrive in an online class (Abduraxmanova, 2022 & 

Lakhal et al., 2020). The ability to find and filter the information one needs to succeed 

academically largely depends on the training and onboarding process of the school 

(Abduraxmanova, 2022 & Lakhal et al., 2020). When good training and onboarding align with 

the opportunities to interact socially and academically with peers in safe and trustworthy online 

settings, ID has its best chance of healthy growth, thereby minimizing social isolation 

(Abduraxmanova, 2022 & Lakhal et al., 2020). 

Positive Perception of Academic Settings 

Scholars (Conrad et al., 2022; Espasa et al., 2022; Kaufmann, 2022; Warfvinge et al., 

2022 & Yau et al., 2022) have concluded that much of a student's academic success and social 

integration largely depends upon whether or not they have a positive perception of the 

educational setting overall (Ni et al., 2021; Tan et al., 2021; Tan et al., 2021& Yau et al., 2022). 

Several studies have proposed solutions to negative student and teacher attitudes (Ni et al., 2021; 

Tan et al., 2021; Tan et al., 2021& Yau et al., 2022). These solutions include collaborating with 
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teachers and students to design communication channels (Ni et al., 2021; Tan et al., 2021; Tan et 

al., 2021& Yau et al., 2022), developing questionnaires specific to the lived experiences of all 

involved to gain a better understanding of how to improve (Warfvinge et al., 2022), using video 

channels to create a higher sense of closeness (Ni et al., 2021; Tan et al., 2021; Tan et al., 2021& 

Yau et al., 2022), and has focused attention on the quality of the curriculum rather than the 

quantity (Conrad et al., 2022 & Tan et al., 2021). Further instructions on how to practically 

achieve these solutions are needed. Through the careful application of the principles of good 

practice offered by Chickering and Gamzon (1989) to the online learning perception research of 

Tan (2021), one may discover these solutions. Developing written and signed agreements for 

teachers and students to sign that outline each other's expectations for the course, fostering 

formal and informal interactions for the students, offering multiple types of learning strategies 

that appeal to both the creative as well as analytical mind, and providing multiple avenues for 

communication and feedback to transpire, have all been shown to build better perceptions of 

online learning (Chickering, 1989 & Tan et al., 2021). All these factors combine to prove that all 

parties involved in online education, be it university faculty, staff, administration, or the learners, 

can benefit significantly from an improved understanding of the felt experiences and perceptions 

of online learning environments (Aziz et al. 2021 & Kaufmann, 2022).  

Social Integration & Online Learning 

The idea of social integration (SI) and its effects on adult online learners is well 

documented (Bergman et al., 2023; Hu et al., 2022; Lin et al., 2015; Liu et al., 2020, & Marzouki 

et al., 2021). This study defines SI by merging ideas from He (2007) and Macmillan (2023). SI is 

when the student develops into a fully accepted, respected, and valuable part of the class, group, 

and overall educational and social structure (He et al., 2023 & Macmillan, 2007). Therefore, the 
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online learner may benefit from new friendships and professional contacts by actively 

participating in academic activities (Bergman et al., 2023 & He et al., 2023) and getting much 

higher grades than those who are not socially involved (Bergman et al., 2023 & He et al., 2023). 

Studies (He et al., 2023; Hu et al., 2022, and Lin et al., 2015) have also shown that the overall 

mental wellness of the student is directly connected to their interpersonal ties and willingness to 

involve themselves in the context of their formal and informal social opportunities. Often these 

opportunities present themselves in extracurricular activities (Bartkus et al., 2012; Keaton & 

Gilbert, 2020).  

Extracurricular Activities & Online Learning 

Within this study segment, Day defines online extracurricular activity (OEA) and some 

student and professor perspectives. While the definition of extracurricular activity (EA) may be 

self-explanatory or intuitive, a basic outline of the word's meaning is helpful to the study. 

Generally, EA is said to be outside the regular curriculum of a school or college: sports, music, 

clubs, and drama are examples of some of the most prevalent extracurricular activities (Bartkus 

et al., 2012; Keaton & Gilbert, 2020). This study connects this definition with online educational 

platforms and emphasizes the importance of such bonds. Virtual education often links learners 

and teachers in unique collaboration and communication patterns whereby they can assist each 

other in the learning process and even befriend one another (Keaton & Gilbert, 2020). While 

challenges exist and personal factors that hinder such healthy interaction may be at work, OEA 

presents a relational open door that has been shown to increase the value of the student's college 

experience and future relationships (Bondani et al., 2022 & Cao, 2023; Feraco et al., 2023). 

The issues of remote learning environments and discovering new ways for social 

integration through online extracurricular activities have become to focus of many studies 
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(Almalag et al., 2022; Bondani et al., 2022; Cao, 2023; Feraco et al., 2023; Jacinto, 2023, & Kim 

et al., 2023). Adding these tools has dramatically improved student academic achievement and 

social integration (Bondani et al., 2022 & Cao, 2023; Feraco et al., 2023). Minus these 

extracurricular opportunities, learners have fewer prospects to socialize, express themselves, and 

develop many necessary soft skills, such as communication, presentation, and leadership, within 

safe and relaxed environments (Almalag et al., 2022; Isopahkala-Bouret et al., 2023 & Kim et 

al., 2023). Additionally, when a school offers such activities, the overall health and wellness of 

the student have been shown to improve (Almalag et al., 2022; Isopahkala-Bouret et al., 2023 & 

Kim et al., 2023) and have been shown to enhance the student's employability after graduation 

(Almalag et al., 2022; Isopahkala-Bouret et al., 2023 & Kim et al., 2023). Factors contributing to 

an OEA's success are team competitions, engaging software, and exciting interactions with peers 

and professors (Jacinto, 2023 & Pilotti, 2023). As a result of student course evaluations, it has 

been noted by students that the physical distance of remote learning models presents significant 

challenges and limits the critical informal exchanges between students and instructors, thereby 

hindering the number of opportunities for open and honest communication (Jacinto, 2023 & 

Pilotti, 2023). Thus, the need for OEA continues to present itself at an ever-increasing rate.  

Positive Relationships in Online Learning 

This section of the study highlights the importance of quality connections between the 

faculty, staff, and students of online education for the betterment of all involved. Though 

mentioned briefly in previous portions of the study, this section outlines the elements that 

activate strong relationships between these groups. These factors include a sense of trust fostered 

by honest dialogue, empathy, grace, and a commitment to healthy conflict management (Berry, 

2019; Nicklin et al., 2022 & Snijders et al., 2022). Should any one of these pieces be included, 
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relationships may be improved. For staff, faculty, and students to blend and merge well, there 

must be a willingness by all parties involved to adapt, shift, and change directions quickly so that 

improvements can be made rapidly (Berry, 2019; Nicklin et al., 2022 & Snijders et al., 2022). 

The faculty and staff of the online program are the principal players in fostering a safe, exciting, 

and interactive community within the classroom for the students (Berry, 2019; Nicklin et al., 

2022 & Snijders et al., 2022). Should this detail be overlooked, student satisfaction and 

achievement drop dramatically (Berry, 2019; Nicklin et al., 2022 & Snijders et al., 2022). Clearly 

defined, prompt, expert, impartial, and constant feedback are vital in producing quality 

connections in online courses (Berry, 2019; Kranzow, 2013; Nicklin et al., 2022 & Snijders et 

al., 2022). All of the above essentials for online relationships and community in education are 

principally initiated and maintained by the staff and faculty (Berry, 2019 & Kranzow, 2013). 

Peer-Group Interactions & Online Learning 

Throughout this final section of the literature review, Day emphasizes the value of peer-

to-peer interactions and their ability to enhance the student's overall health and educational 

experience. A rising number of studies have highlighted the importance of relational connections 

with one's peers to be able to achieve academic goals while at the same time remaining mentally 

and emotionally healthy (Dhanjal et al., 2023; Frith, 2023; Glyn-Jones, 2023; Li, 2023 & Wilson 

et al., 2023). Having the opportunity to work together in collaborative environments with their 

fellow learners has proven vital, not only for the betterment of the student, but these settings 

afford the teacher a good vantage point from which to show equity to each student (Dhanjal et 

al., 2023, Frith, (2023). Glyn-Jones, 2023; Li, 2023 & Wilson et al., 2023). That said, interacting 

within a classroom setting is only a part of the healthy student equation. Having opportunities 

outside the classroom to interact through informal social gatherings has also provided a more 
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holistic mental and emotional benefit (Glyn-Jones, 2023 & Sadykova, 2014). Research reveals 

many benefits to designing coursework that offers group projects and opportunities for online 

social activities (Glyn-Jones, 2023 & Sadykova, 2014). Learning with and from peers within a 

group context can protect against procrastination and provide accountability in coursework (Lai 

et al., 2019 & Sadykova, 2014). Moreover, the community that one may discover in online 

education is nearly limitless, and should a student take advantage of these tools, their overall 

engagement can rise to new levels (Glyn-Jones, 2023; Greenhow et al., 2022 & Sadykova, 

2014).  

Factors to Consider for Adult Learners and Online Education 

The national average age of an online college student in the United States is between 25 

and 38 (Douglas et al., 2023 & Ramos, 2023). With this in mind, it may be helpful to consider a 

few of an adult online learner's most pertinent life circumstances (Lakhal et al., 2020; Park, 

2007; Park et al., 2009, & Rovai, 2003). By better understanding this data, online classroom 

developers will know how to navigate their chosen pathway better to assist these students to 

succeed (Lakhal et al., 2020; Park, 2007; Park et al., 2009 & Rovai, 2003). The lives of these 

adult learners are marked by concerns about money, finding time to fit education into their hectic 

schedules, managing multiple responsibilities with work, family, and personal time, and how to 

continue in education during seasons of crisis (Park, 2007; Park et al., 2009, & Rovai, 2003). 

Furthermore, many adult learners need better communication, technical, and writing skills that 

may create barriers they must first overcome prior to enrollment (Gunawardena, 2023; Park, 

2007 & Park et al., 2009). Should online college classroom developers design their delivery 

systems to address these concerns, then the academic performance and social integration of these 
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students be given their best chance (Gunawardena, 2023; Lakhal et al., 2020; Park, 2007; Park et 

al., 2009, & Rovai, 2003).  

Strategies for Academic Persistence 

Many have sought to identify practical approaches that students and teachers may apply 

to achieve academic persistence (Bettinger et al., 2022; Broadbent, 2023; Fibriasari et al., 2023; 

Hai-Jew et al., 2023; Neroni et al., 2022 & Tippetts et al., 2022). This section briefly outlines and 

explains these strategies emphasizing their impact on the matter. Firstly, it has been shown that 

creative and personalized communication between professors, academic advisors, and students 

has gone a long way in helping students finish well (Bettinger et al., 2022 & Tippetts et al., 

2022). These studies reveal that when students feel personally cared for by those who work for 

the school, their motivation to graduate exceptionally increases (Bettinger et al., 2022 & Tippetts 

et al., 2022). Next, researchers have uncovered data that shows that when students are aware that 

they need help and are willing to ask for help, their chances of graduation rise (Broadbent & 

Howe, 2023). Though it may seem trivial, not all students take advantage of the resources 

available, unfortunately opting to attempt their education as a loner (Broadbent & Howe, 2023). 

Thirdly, a user-friendly and highly intuitive learning management system (LMS) is an invaluable 

tool for persistence (Alias, 2005 & Fibriasari et al., 2023). An LMS is a computer software or 

web-based technology used to create, plan, apply, deliver, and measure learning processes 

(Alias, 2005 & Fibriasari et al., 2023). Other names for LMS include Electronic Learning 

Management Systems, Course Management Systems, Content Management Systems, and 

Learning Content Management Systems (Alias, 2005 & Fibriasari et al., 2023). If an LMS is 

working correctly and efficiently, the delivery of educational content and the communication 

between professors, students, and peers will be exceptional (Alias, 2005 & Fibriasari et al., 
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2023). Fourthly, utilizing methods that foster consistency of interest, such as highly involved, 

proactive, and engaged teams of faculty, administrators, and staff that continue to show students 

the many benefits that they may receive upon the completion of their degree program, has been 

shown to help with persistence (Jeffreys, 2022 & Neroni et al., 2022). More about these benefits 

will be outlined in the next section. Though these four strategies for academic persistence do not 

represent an exhaustive list, they do create a framework for persistence that can be applied to 

online learning communities (Bettinger et al., 2022; Broadbent, 2023; Fibriasari et al., 2023; Hai-

Jew et al., 2023; Neroni et al., 2022 & Tippetts et al., 2022). 

 

See Figure 2: Concept Map 

  

 (Note: Figure 2 designed by Daniel Day) 

 
 
 



 

 

50 

Benefits of Academic Persistence 

As previously mentioned, one of the most impactful methods of providing the much-

needed encouragement and motivation for academic persistence in the student is by helping them 

to gain a vision for the many long-term benefits that may come to them upon graduation 

(Jeffreys, 2022 & Neroni et al., 2022). This section will outline a few predominant benefits 

provided by the literature. Researchers have endeavored to outline a list of the overall outcomes 

of a successful student who graduates college (Abel, 2019; Andrade et al., 2022; Clark, 2023; 

Cooper, 2023; Gong, 2023 & Pierard et al., 2022). These studies reveal that due to academic 

persistence, one may enjoy better pay packages, including higher salaries, health benefits, and 

retirement savings (Abel, 2019 & Andrade et al., 2022). Secondly, those who persist have more 

opportunities for upward mobility, diverse career prospects, and superior working environments 

(Andrade et al., 2022 & Gong, 2023). Lastly, graduates develop higher personal confidence, 

critical thinking, leadership, and communication skills (Clark, 2023; Pierard et al., 2022). When 

one considers the vast amount of good that may happen in the life of the persistent student who 

completes college, it can offer the emotional nudge one needs to move forward in their journey 

(Jeffreys, 2022 & Neroni et al., 2022).  

Strategies for Social Integration 

Within the structure of Tinto's theory, social integration and its effects on a student's 

ability to achieve their academic goals looms large (Tinto, 1987, 1993, 2007, 2020, 2022). When 

the learner has attained a high level of acceptance and respect by involving themselves in the 

institutional social structure and feels a great sense of appreciation and care from their peers and 

professors, they can be considered socially integrated (Beam, 2023; He et al., 2023 & 

Macmillan, 2007). This section highlights how administrators, educators, and peers can assist in 
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this goal. There is no shortage of reports from students enrolled in online education who feel an 

enormous amount of disconnection, distraction, and an overall lack of personal consideration 

from their teachers and classmates (Arbaugh, 2001; Jaggars, 2016; Means et al., 2014; Picciano, 

2019 & Tate, 2022). Therefore, it is pivotal to emphasize known strategies to aid in this problem. 

Research suggests several methods to achieve social integration, such as building within 

the course structure several required interactions through peer-group/small-group problem-

solving projects (Tate, 2022 & Walker, 2009). Next, there must be periodic regularly scheduled 

live session meet-ups so that professors may interact with their students and students may 

interact with their peers to simulate a face-to-face classroom (Means et al., 2014; Tate, 2022 & 

Toma, 2023). Another successful method to create connection and integration in online learning 

is for the professor to keep online office hours as well as optional in-person office hours so that 

students can address their most pertinent concerns about the class in a way that makes sense to 

them (Beam, 2023; Cung, 2018; Tate, 2022 & Toma, 2023). Furthermore, when communication 

happens quickly and includes unique personal touches, students feel more appreciated and 

connected with their professors (Arbaugh, 2001; Bettinger et al., 2022 & Cung, 2018).  

Additionally, the entire course design must be done with the emotional care of the student 

in full view (Robinson et al., 2020; Sitzman, 2006; Toma, 2023 & Velasquez et al., 2013). This 

goal is achieved by adequately understanding each student's skills and needs (Robinson et al., 

2020; Sitzman, 2006; Toma, 2023 & Velasquez et al., 2013). Finally, online course design 

intended to bring students together socially should innovate and reimagine the spaces that make 

school a joy to attend (Bali, 2020 & Toma, 2023). That said, online classroom designers, should 

think through ways to reinvent the food court, student union, gym, coffee shops, track, sporting 

events, and field trips and discover digital ways to mimic these structures (Bali, 2020; Mercer et 
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al., 2023 & Toma 2023). While this may not be an exhaustive list of strategies for social 

integration, it does offer a robust framework of options to assist in achieving it.  

The Benefits of Social Integration  

In previous research, three primary benefits of social integration buoy to the surface. 

These include students attaining a higher academic resilience, a greater sense of social 

belonging, and a far better level of academic engagement (Greenland, 2022; Luo et al., 2022; 

Mannan, 2007 & Versteeg et al., 2022). Academic Resilience (AR), in the broadest sense, refers 

to the progression of and ability of the student's flexibility and adaptation despite complex 

challenges (Alcuetas, 2019; Allan, 2019; Howard, 2000 & Martin, 2002). AR may also indicate 

one's aptitude for successfully handling academic setbacks, anxiety, and pressures (Alcuetas, 

2019; Allan, 2019; Howard, 2000 & Martin, 2002). Furthermore, AR is a student's ability to be 

blindsided and simultaneously cope and maintain their academic schedule and structure 

(Alcuetas, 2019; Allan, 2019; Howard, 2000 & Martin, 2002). Sense of Social Belonging (SB) is 

when the learner feels accepted and connected to their peers and professors as well as to the 

overall social ethos of the institution (Chen et al., 2023 & Litevsky et al., 2023). One may be 

considered connected when they feel they are relating well with the school's community by 

having high trust and mutual support (Chen et al., 2023 & Litevsky et al., 2023). Academic 

engagement signifies that the student has a great sense of intrinsic self-motivation to interact 

with all points of their academic experiences and learning material (Eriksen et al., 2023 & 

Skinner et al., 2009). These three benefits combine to make social integration a worthy goal that 

has been proven to assist students in finishing well (Greenland, 2022; Luo et al., 2022; Mannan, 

2007 & Versteeg et al., 2022). 
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Figure 3: Concept Map 

  

 

 

Social Isolation, Academic Persistence, and Social Integration. 

The influences of social isolation caused by remote learning on professors and their 

students have been thoroughly researched and documented (Alshammari et al., 2023 & Mecida 

et al., 2023). SI records and refers to the absence of social interactions or uncommon social 

contact with other people, accentuated by an acute sense of loneliness (Alshammari et al., 2023; 

Dong, 2022; Mizani, 2022; Morese, 2020; Morgan, 2022 & Tang et al., 2021). Not only their 

practical issues stemming from the communication breakdown caused by SI but also numerous 

mental and emotional health problems, such as stress, anxiety, worry, unhealthy self-talk and 

thoughts (Dong, 2022; Mecida et al., 2023; Mizani, 2022; Morese, 2020; Morgan, 2022 & Tang 

et al., 2021). These issues hinder students' academic persistence and social integration in their 

(Note: Figure 3 designed by Daniel Day) 
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prospective learning institutions (Mizani, 2022; Morese, 2020 & Umoh et al., 2023). The 

obstacles may be navigated and overcome by following the recommended actions in this study as 

outlined by the most current and scholarly literature.  

Summary 

The literature review I have provided summarizes background scholarly literature 

relevant to social isolation and its impacts on post-secondary students and teachers. The 

theoretical framework for the study is afforded Tinto's Theory of academic and social integration 

(Davidson et al., 2013 & Tinto, 2022). Related literature on the subject has been offered to define 

remote learning (Hartong, 2023 & Sofi-Karim et al., 2023), social isolation (George, 2021 & 

Morese, 2020), academic persistence (Alam et al., 2023; Sotardi, 2022 & Tinto, 2020), and 

social integration (Bergman et al., 2023; Hu et al., 2022; Lin et al., 2015; Liu et al., 2020, & 

Marzouki et al., 2021). The study emphasizes and synthesizes the varying perspectives of 

teachers and students on the subject of remote learning while at the same time offering their 

commonalities (Behera et al., 2022; Hunt et al., 2023); & Rath et al., 2019). 

Additionally, the vantage points of both the leader and learner regarding remote learning 

and social isolation are articulated, highlighting the unique ways each study group experiences 

this phenomenon (Castelli, 2021; Hehir, 2021; Leal Filho, 2021; Morgan, 2022 & Villa Castaño 

et al., 2022). These sections cross-examine the findings of the primary theorist and contributors 

to the related literature and conclude that the more connected a student is, the better they will 

perform and the more likely they are to graduate rather than drop out (George, 2021; Hehir, 2021 

& Leal Filho, 2021). Should the patterns of social isolation carry on for too long in a student's 

life, dangerous and harmful ramifications may ensue, and the consequences may even carry on 

into much later in life (Dong, 2022; Mizani, 2022 & Morgan, 2022). These patterns include 
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loneliness, panic, depression, fear, worry, and anxiety, to name a few (Morgan, 2022 & Winters 

et al., 2023). At a fundamental level, the human race thrives upon connection and relationships, 

which crosses over into the world of education (George, 2021; Hehir, 2021 & Leal Filho, 2021). 

When those critical relational pieces are missing, the student struggles academically and socially 

(George, 2021; Hehir, 2021 & Leal Filho, 2021). Furthermore, teachers are hindered personally 

and professionally (George, 2021; Hehir, 2021 & Leal Filho, 2021). While significant benefits to 

online education exist, a need to address its problems coexists.  

Finally, it is vital to study how organizations can better prepare their educators for the 

online application of their pedagogy and their students for the online academic journey (Scherer 

et al., 2021; Silva et al., 2023 & Snijders et al., 2022). Thus, a gap in the literature is found. This 

study seeks to understand better the conditions of social isolation brought upon teachers and 

students of online education at Assemblies of God, USA, schools of higher learning so that these 

organizations may address these issues among their staff, faculty, and administrates.  
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CHAPTER 3: METHODS 

Overview 

Social isolation and its effects on the mental health of those engaged in online remote 

learning platforms have attracted an ever-increasing interest from administrators and educators. 

However, little research has been found explicitly targeting those students and teachers involved 

in remote learning at post-secondary schools affiliated with the Assemblies of God, USA 

denomination. The following phenomenological qualitative study will meticulously examine the 

lived experiences of those who have been both student and teacher, learner and leader, within the 

context of online learning platforms at AGUSA schools. The goal is to identify how social 

isolation may influence the participants' mental health, academic persistence, and social 

integration to discover pathways of improvement and innovation for post-secondary education. 

Chapter three summarizes all aspects of the methodology within this phenomenological study, 

including the research design and questions. Further explanations about the research setting and 

participants and how these items came to be chosen are offered. My positionality on the subject 

matter is put forward. Finally, all matters concerning my procedures, data collection, and 

analysis are explained. Arguments are made that undergird the study's trustworthiness and 

transferability. 

Research Design 

A preliminary decision regarding the proposed qualitative report is unquestionably 

connected to the chosen design and methodology. For this qualitative study, I have chosen an 

transcendental phenomenological method. Moustakas (1994) defined this approach as attempting 

to arrive at the authentic experience of a participant so that one can fully understand and be able 

to describe it and offer a foundational reflective analysis that portrays the essence of the 
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experience (Moustakas, 1994). This method aims to reveal and clarify the phenomena of 

behavior as they unfold in their relative immediacy (Moustakas, 1994). A detailed analysis of the 

components and rationale for this design is articulated throughout the proceeding sections. Next, 

an explanation of the data collection and analysis procedures is put forward. Then I will explain 

what I hope to achieve by successfully implementing the study mentioned above while fully 

acknowledging the prerequisite need to bracket out my biases. It is my foremost goal that a 

procedure of putting down preferences, biases, and inclinations and allowing items, occasions, 

and people to enter anew into mindfulness (Moustakas, 1994) would be realized. 

Four significant components of this design make up Moustakas' framework for 

Transcendental study, including epoché, phenomenological reduction, imaginative variation, and 

synthesis of meanings and essences (Moustakas, 1994). These are the four building blocks upon 

which transcendental studies are made and help readers and researchers arrive at conclusions. 

These components provide a steadfast relationship with a viewpoint that puts decisive 

comprehension in the areas and authorities of the self (Moustakas, 1994). Through the thoughtful 

implementation of each foundational principle, I will highlight the experiences of students and 

professors affected by social isolation caused by remote/online learning. I disclose that I am both 

a student and a professor of online education. Furthermore, I have felt the negative impact of 

social isolation caused by online learning. Therefore, out of these personal experiences, I not 

only desire to highlight the experiences of others but I also long to make recommendations that 

may improve online learning for all involved.  

Also known as phenomenological reflection (Creswell & Poth, 2018), epoché or 

bracketing has to do with the idea of cooperatively and truthfully admitting one's participation in 

the phenomenon and moderately putting them to the side so that the researcher can hone in on 



 

 

58 

the involvements of the participants in the study (Creswell & Poth, 2018). By bracketing, 

researchers annul, stop, and remove all pledges concerning prior knowledge and experience 

concerning the phenomenon being studied (Moustakas, 1994). However, it will become evident 

to the reader whether or not the author has inappropriately inserted their opinions (Creswell & 

Poth, 2018). The reader may judge for themselves if the lived experiences of the participants or 

the researcher are the primary focus.  

Next in Moustakas' framework is Phenomenological Reduction. This step compels the 

researcher to view and define; look again and explain; look again and describe; always observing 

textural pieces of evidence and descriptions that present many types of intensities; ranges of 

shapes, sizes, and unique qualities; time orientations; and colors all within an experiential 

context (Moustakas, 1994). This process of evaluation necessitates patience. Arriving at what 

Creswell and Poth (2018) call the essence of a person's experience is the ultimate climactic goal 

of phenomenological research. Those engaged in this type of study try their best to better and 

more accurately understand the relationship between experience, meaning, and object (Bower, 

2023). In sum, phenomenological reduction is an objective and transcendental synthesis of the 

shared experiences of others. To achieve this, I will solicit the participation of those who have 

learned and taught online at an institution of higher learning affiliated with the Assemblies of 

God, USA Fellowship, in hopes of making helpful recommendations for their betterment.  

Thirdly, Moustakas (1994) lists imaginative variation as the next critical element of his 

Transcendental structure. This step seeks to achieve understanding through every means by 

employing imagination, fluctuating between frames of reference, implementing divergences and 

reversals, and approaching the phenomenon from varying points of view, different positions, 

roles, or functions (Moustakas, 1994). Thus, the examiner can develop a framework of themes 
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from the textural imageries obtained through phenomenological reduction (Moustakas, 1994). 

Imaginative variation is necessary to outline the next steps and practical applications for what 

educators may change or improve upon concerning their online educational deliverables.  

Lastly, synthesizing meanings and essences complete Moustakas' framework for a 

transcendental phenomenological study (Moustakas, 1994). Carefully collecting data by varying 

means, codifying said data into a unified outline, and interpreting that outline into practical 

applications is at the heart of this final step (Creswell, 2018). This stage of the study combines 

all information to delineate that which is collective or general, the state or quality without which 

a thing would not be what it is (Moustakas, 1994). This is what scholars (Moustakas, 1994; 

Creswell, 2018) call essence. It is the sincere hope of the author of this study to see innocently 

and with a fresh perspective as a result of this phenomenological design (Moustakas, 1994). 

Research Questions 

A listing of the central research question and three sub-questions is provided. These will 

guide each interview discussion, and follow-up questions may be asked if needed.  

Central Question: How can online educators improve academic and social persistence between 

their students and themselves by applying Tinto's Model of Integration?  

Sub-Question 1: What methods are you using to evaluate your students' academic persistence 

and social interaction?  

Sub-Question 2: What online extracurricular activities or projects are you currently offering, or 

have you previously offered?  

Sub-Question 3: What online social activities/opportunities have you offered in the past, or do 

you plan to create and facilitate meaningful connections between you and your students and from 

student to student?  
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Setting and Participants 

The following is a summation of the setting and participant criteria for the study. In 

addition, clear and relevant information is outlined regarding the places and persons involved in 

the research. This information is vital to the reader for understanding the context in which the 

study is conducted and the people offering their experiences with social isolation related to 

online education (Creswell, 2018). Generalized material is used to protect the identities and 

personal information of those organizations and people who have been gracious enough to 

involve themselves in this work. All necessary protocols delineated by the Institutional Review 

Board have been followed.  

Site 

The study will occur at four-year post-secondary Colleges/universities affiliated with the 

Assemblies of God USA Fellowship (AGUSA). These schools must offer an online educational 

option that is 100% off-campus, minus in-person cohorts. The AGUSA has 17 fully accredited 

colleges and universities Nationwide (Higher Education, ag.org). Not all of them will meet the 

criteria, but several do. This site location was chosen to facilitate the improvement of online 

delivery systems, precisely the social elements that make post-secondary education meaningful 

for students and educators. Since the AGUSA has prioritized higher education and subsequently 

invested more than 100 into the continued improvement of their Colleges/Universities (History - 

evangel university, 2021), this research may add to the betterment of the denomination's 

educational goals.  

The schools in focus vary significantly in size, geographical location, leadership 

structure, and purpose (Higher Education, ag.org). All have certain beliefs, doctrines, living 

standards, and core values in common, but they may differ regarding demographics, curriculum, 
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extracurricular activities, and overall future direction. The schools that have prioritized the 

convenience of an entire post-secondary/graduate degree being made available online within the 

sphere of AGUSA Higher Education will narrow the focus of this study's site location. In 

addition, the age of these institutions will diverge from over one hundred years to less than two 

decades, and many continue to advance their mission by starting new initiatives (Higher 

Education, ag.org). Therefore, given the range of the geographic locations in question, this study 

will dissect their online pathways alone.  

Participants  

Participants in the study must fit the following criteria. First, they must be alumni of an 

AGUSA institute for higher learning with degrees earned in-person/on-campus and online/off-

campus. Next, they will have experience teaching an online course for an AGUSA 

College/University. By limiting the scope of available participants to those who have experience 

learning and teaching online for AGUSA schools, Day will ensure that the research findings will 

provide data on the effects of social isolation due to remote learning from the perspective of 

students and professors. Existent within the study, there is a goal of gaining a minimum of 12 

participants; the analysis will be able to extrapolate commonalities, code and categorize findings, 

and make recommendations for practical improvements and further study.  

Once approvals from the various Deans/VPs of the selected schools have been granted, 

communication will be sent to prospective participants. Follow-up information on how they may 

join the efforts of this study will be forwarded to all to meet the criteria above, thus allowing 

them to decide if they would like to offer their perspectives and experiences. Should further 

approvals be needed from other administrators or the university IRB, such documentation will be 

duly submitted. By utilizing a purposive sampling method, which allows the researcher to 
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narrow their team of contributors by looking at the commonalities and individualities that make 

them a fit for inclusion in the study (Bickman et al., 2009 & Campbell et al., 2020), I will build a 

group of qualified participants. 

Researcher Positionality 

I am a graduate of two AGUSA Universities, an Ordained Minister with the AGUSA, and 

have been an online professor for many of our AGUSA post-secondary schools over the last five 

years. These experiences have uniquely situated my life to address the topic of study about social 

isolation caused by online educational delivery systems and their impacts on students and 

teachers of AGUSA colleges. I have witnessed the many successful efforts of AGUSA schools to 

remain on the cutting edge of innovative online educational approaches so that their goals of 

equipping the next generation are maintained. However, I have also noticed an inconsistency in 

helping students and teachers connect socially at higher relational degrees. Therefore, I have 

chosen a qualitative phenomenological research design to ensure that the lived experiences of 

students and teachers at AGUSA schools remain the entire focus of the study. The study will 

accomplish this goal through individual interviews, focus group discussions, and journal 

prompts. There is no conflict of interest present within my study. I have no authoritative power 

or control over the study participants; therefore, I can receive their clear and objective responses. 

My presence in the conversations, interviews, or focus groups is good for the study results. There 

are two underlying assumptions on the part of my research. Firstly, if students are better 

socialized and relationally connected to their professors, they will have a better overall 

educational experience and be far more likely to graduate. Secondly, if professors are more 

connected relationally to their students, they will maintain a higher sense of personal motivation 

and more professional satisfaction.  
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Interpretive Framework 

A social constructivist research method provides the interpretive framework for the study. 

The research aims to fully appreciate and objectively understand the lived experiences of 

students and teachers involved in online education at AGUSA colleges. Therefore, this 

interpretive framework has been chosen. Social constructivism allows the researcher the latitude 

needed for such a complex situation that the study requires (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

Furthermore, this theory provides the best methods for knowing and understanding the 

participants' experiences (Keazer, 2023). The findings should produce a better knowledge base to 

develop new strategies for the social integration of those involved in online education. The 

researcher seeks to understand better and learn from those currently involved in online education 

at AGUSA schools to provide those responsible for developing new online tools that can 

continue to improve and innovate. By asking semi-structured interview questions, and open-

ended focus group questions, I will piece together the mosaic of student and teacher experiences, 

thereby affording administrators, leaders, and influencers a clearer picture of how to move 

forward.  

Philosophical Assumptions 

The "why" behind this research stems from the desire to see more students complete their 

educational goals and teachers achieve their professional goals. More specifically, those students 

and teachers involved in online education at AGUSA colleges. Day believes this will be 

accomplished best when this qualitative study better understands these participants' lived 

experiences. It is my firm belief and conviction that to be an educator, especially at a Christian 

school of higher education, is a calling from the Lord God and not just a job to which one 

applies. With this philosophical assumption woven throughout this study, it should be clearly 
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understood that I am arguing for the social improvement of online educational deliverables to 

honor and worship the God of the Bible. Let it be further understood that this study is written 

from the vantage point that the Scriptural paradigm for education is one of community and not 

isolation. My underlying Christian worldview has determined to align the findings of this study 

with Biblically practical application.  

Ontological Assumption 

My ontological purview is rooted in the Christian/Biblical worldview and the belief in 

absolute truth that can be found in the God of the Bible as expressed through Jesus Christ. 

Scholars (Creswell & Poth, 2018, & Hana, 2020) have defined ontology as having to do with the 

varying views and perspectives of one's reality. While I believe that absolute truth exists and can 

be found and understood through the continued study of the Bible, it is also my objective and 

genuine understanding that I am fallible in my quest for this truth. Furthermore, I am open to 

being corrected and growing further in my understanding. My current reality has been the 

culmination of a lifelong construct of experiences within the Christian faith, and therefore I 

acknowledge my own bias.  

Epistemological Assumption 

Within this study, the researcher attempts to understand better the lived experiences of 

those on the front lines of online education with AGUSA schools. Day has provided as much 

information as possible to highlight personal biases. The information gathered in this study is 

hedged against said biases through the chosen qualitative design (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The 

source of my epistemological methodology stems from my experiences with online education at 

AGUSA schools as both a student and a teacher.  
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Axiological Assumption 

Everyone has a value system that informs their choices and highlights their motives. 

Axiological perspectives deal with a person's value system and its effects on a study (Creswell & 

Poth, 2018). For Day, the goal is not to argue that in-person/on-campus education is better than 

online/off-campus education. Nor is it to emphasize the past failures of specific schools, 

administrations, or individual educators. Instead, as guided by my Christian worldview, my value 

system is to be helpful and offer specific, positive, and instructive pathways for improving social 

integration for students and teachers by examining the experiences of those closest to the 

phenomenon in question.  

Researcher's Role 

As the principal collector and observer of the data, I must explain how I relate to the 

subject matter of the study. Over the last 20 years, I have been in full-time vocational ministry as 

an ordained minister of the Assemblies of God. My educational experiences have included both 

online and in-person deliverables. Not only have I been an online education student, but my 

experience includes teaching online. As a student, I have completed nine years of graduate 

studies online. 

Furthermore, I have taught online undergraduate work for five years as an educator. 

Assemblies of God and non-A/G schools make up my career's educational equation. I have 

taught at and learned from both; I am eternally grateful. This section serves as my epoche to the 

reader. My ethical and moral commitment is to bracket these experiences and my past feelings of 

isolation so that I may better understand what others have felt. Thus, I will arrive at the essence 

of their lived experience in the clearest, ethical, and most transparent way.  
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Procedures 

Since human subjects were be the primary source of information, the following 

considerations were made before the study began. First, the dissertation chair and committee 

member carefully reviewed each element of the study. The institutional approval process, as 

outlined by the Review Board of Liberty University, also oversaw all parts of the study. Once all 

necessary and appropriate approvals were granted, contact with the study participants 

commenced. The AGUSA schools at which the students attend and the teachers' work will be 

contacted to gain their approval to participate as a site of the study. Then, once site approvals 

were granted, personal interviews, focus groups, and journal prompts were used to collect data.  

Permissions 

Only after the approval of the IRB the study officially began. Once consent forms are 

offered to each participant explaining the type of study, what the results will be used for, and that 

their identities will be protected, the study will commence. Only those participants who are close 

to the subject matter, have taught or attended online classes at AGUSA schools, and have 

experienced social isolation as a result may participate. Security protocols for the protection and 

disposal of data and the personal information of all involved in the study will be followed.  

Recruitment Plan 

The following plan will be set for those who may participate and provide data for the 

study. By reaching out to the academic office of each potential site, I will ask for a list of 

teachers and students who meet the criteria for inclusion in the study. After the Dean of 

Academics has reviewed and approved the recruitment email that offers a complete description 

of the study's purpose, the dean may forward the email to those who meet the criteria or permit 

me to email them directly. Should those who could participate desire to do so, they can reply 
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directly to me from the email. Personal/individual interviews will be conducted face-to-face or 

through an online platform like ZOOM. Each participant will be asked to allow for a minimum 

of one hour for the initial interview, with the potential for a follow-up conversation later. Audio 

and video recordings of each conversation will be taken on multiple devices to ensure the data is 

collected and filed. Before the interviews begin, I will ensure that everyone understands what 

they are doing and fully understands that they have consented to participate. A word-for-word 

interview transcription will be made, and data will be analyzed and filed correctly, safely, and 

securely, thus, allowing for quick recall of the information as needed.  

Data Collection Plan 

This section outlines the data collection plan used within this qualitative transcendental 

phenomenological study. The principal methodologies include individual interviews, focus 

groups, and journal prompts. Following authorization from the Liberty University Institutional 

Review Board and any other required groups, thus guaranteeing that the dissertation design 

obeys their procedures for conducting principled research (Creswell, 2018), those available and 

capable contributors that excitedly acquiesce to contribute to the study will be instructed how to 

proceed.  

After all pertinent information is gleaned from the semi-structured individual interviews, 

a secondary method will be employed: small group discussion, also known as focus groups. 

These follow-up group discussions allow the researcher to circulate initial findings and collect 

feedback to inform the framework modification (Creswell, 2018). Lastly, one final data 

collection approach will allow all parties involved to contribute to the study and deliver any 

content previously forgotten or left out to the researcher. The final method will be to provide 

journal prompts to each participant to stimulate new material. This final step will contribute to 
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the study's qualitative reliability (Creswell, 2018). Should one not select multiple data collection 

methods, research procedures may result in unacceptable findings and mistaken suppositions 

(Mwita, 2022). Therefore, individual interviews, group discussions, and journal prompts will 

guide this study's data collection process.  

Individual Interviews 

Day will begin the individual interviews by utilizing a semi-structured approach, thus 

giving each participant the same question bank and allowing me flexibility for follow-up 

questions (Baker et al., 2020). By the thoughtful and purposeful utilization of this method, I am 

afforded my best chance to understand the world from the participant's vantage point, uncover 

the meaning of their knowledge, and unearth their life experiences and worldview (Creswell, 

2018). This exchange of views between myself and the participants will aid the study in fully 

understanding the phenomenon from the point of view of others (Kvale, 2006).  

The Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen method will be employed to properly analyze and thoroughly 

examine the information gleaned from the participants (Moustakas, 1994). Firstly, and most 

importantly, I will explain in great detail my knowledge and experiences in dealing with the 

phenomenon of study, thus making my best effort to bracket any biases that may taint the 

findings. Through meticulously following the recommended steps Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen, a 

methodical reduction of the information gathered will allow the reader to funnel their way to the 

essence of the shared experiences of those involved in the interviews. Following the application 

of epoche, the following steps include transcribing each interview in a word-for-word verbatim 

format and, finally, building a mixed textural-structural explanation of the meanings and 

essences of the experience, incorporating all individual textural-structural definitions into a 

universal depiction of the experience representing the group as a whole. The Van Kaam 
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approach recommends that the researcher clusters all relevant information together in groups 

while disregarding information that does not Transcend the conversations as a whole 

((Moustakas, 1994). This strategy allows me to filter out non-vital information and arrive at the 

core meaning of the interviewee's words. 

Individual Interview Questions 

1. Please describe your online educational experiences at AGUSA schools. RQ 

2. Describe your experience, if any, with social isolation due to remote learning. SQ3  

3. What help or training did you receive to make your online educational time successful? 

SQ1 

4. Describe your access to quality equipment/technology. RQ 

5. How confident were you when you first began your online educational journey? SQ1 

6. In what ways were you socially nervous or fearful in class? SQ3 

7. What were some of the daily/weekly disciplines that you employed to achieve your goals 

and succeed? RQ 

8. How could your superiors have better prepared you for your online ed. experience? RQ 

9. Please share your favorite online class experience and share what made it your favorite. 

RQ 

10. What could you have done better to foster closer relationships in your online classroom 

overall? RQ 

11. What else would you like to contribute to this study? RQ  
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Individual Interview Data Analysis 

Data analysis occurred during and after all the information was collected from qualified 

participants. As the number one data collector and analyzer, I aim to understand the 

phenomenon. That is the lived experiences of students and teachers who have dealt with the 

effects of social isolation caused by online learning environments at AGUSA schools. Once 

word-for-word transcripts have been recorded and non-verbal cues have been noted. I will code 

important groups of keywords/phrases to help me recall important patterns and recurrences of 

essential facts.  

Focus Groups 

Small group discussions, also known as focus groups (Creswell, 2018), comprise the 

study's second primary data collection form. These group talks are beneficial when the 

communication among candidates likely yield the best data when interviewees are alike and 

supportive with each other when the time to gather information is narrow, and when individuals 

interviewed one-on-one may be cautious or nervous about offering information" (Creswell, 

2018). Baker agrees and offers three principal advantages of focus groups, including 1) 

Questions being posed to groups for interaction rather than an individual, 2) More information 

being collected at a more rapid pace, and 3) Many people feel more at ease in a group of peers 

than alone (Baker et al., 2020). Though there may be potential risks involved in group 

discussions, such as privacy and confidentially (Hicks, 2019), new and pertinent information 

about the topic of study may be discovered that would not otherwise have come to light if not for 

this format.  
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It is vital to the data collection and analysis process that all interviewees "share their 

ideas freely, not constrained by predetermined scales or instruments" (Creswell, 2018, p. 181). 

The environment for free-flow conversation and in-the-moment interaction is created through 

active involvement in a small group discussion. By methodically working my way back and forth 

between the individual and group discussions, I can deduce themes and patterns that naturally 

begin to emerge and take precedence (Creswell, 2018 & Moustakas, 1994). Data will be 

collected on multiple audio and video devices, along with written analysis. This allows me to 

inspect and filter the data into usable groupings, causing the vital information to rise to the top 

while disregarding unneeded portions (Creswell, 2018 & Moustakas, 1994).  

Focus Group Questions  

1. Take a moment to introduce yourself and share your experiences teaching or taking an 

online class at an AGUSA school. SQ3 

2. What were some of the hallmarks of your favorite classes? SQ2 

3. How did you make friends and close connections with those in your class? RQ 

4. What was required of you as a student or by you as a professor to foster relationships in 

class? SQ3 

5. What have been your biggest challenges concerning social isolation regarding online 

classes? SQ3 

6. How did you overcome feeling socially isolated while in an online classroom? SQ3 

7. Please describe any creative ideas for online students' healthy socialization and 

integration. RQ 

8. Describe any hurdles that you faced relationally connecting with others in your online 

classroom beyond the typical discussion board post. SQ3 
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9. Was there ever a time that made you uncomfortable when attempting to socialize with 

your online class? If so, could you describe those circumstances? SQ3 

10. What strategies would you recommend to online content creators and teachers to help 

overcome the effects of social isolation? RQ 

Focus Group Data Analysis Plan  

The focus group analysis plan will follow the abovementioned pattern for individual 

interviews. The purpose of focus group discussions is to clarify further and understand what has 

already been stated and to provide another opportunity for group synergy. Being in a group can 

bring to mind other facts that were not remembered in the individual interview. Also, there may 

be information that a participant will be willing to share only after they see that others have 

experienced similar situations. New discussions may occur that allow for coding significant 

words/phrases and then collapsing these into unique categories and themes.  

Reflective Journals  

Lastly, journal prompts will be given to all willing participants. This brief exercise allows 

all involved a time of deep reflection on their sincere feelings and offers last-minute insights. 

This methodology was chosen to demonstrate the researcher's best efforts to fully understand the 

lived experiences of those involved in the study. An example of the journal prompt is outlined as 

follows:  

"In 250-500 words, honestly and succinctly respond to the following questions. 1) If you 

could speak to students gaining their post-secondary education completely online, how would 

you advise them on the importance of building relationships with peers and professors? 2) If you 

could speak with a group of online professors, what encouragement would you offer them as to 

the importance of going the extra mile and reaching out to the students beyond the requirements 
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of the syllabus? 3) Please describe your ideal online educational experience. 4) Please describe 

your negative experience due to online education and social isolation?" These reflective journal 

entries will be sent and collected electronically via email or messaging.  

Data Synthesis 

Within this study, Day seeks to discover the effects of social isolation on both the student 

and teacher, thus adding to the literature specifically for those involved in online education at 

Assemblies of God Colleges/universities. The final step of my phenomenological model requires 

incorporating the multifactorial textural and compound structural explanations, synthesizing the 

significance and implications of the experience" (Moustakas, 1994). Day will accomplish this 

portion of the study by following Moustakas's four steps: bracketing, reduction, imaginative 

variation, and synthesis (Moustakas, 1994). Bracketing means that the primary researcher, in this 

case, Day, will do everything possible to separate himself from any past knowledge or 

experiences concerning the subject matter of the study in an attempt to see things as objectively 

as possible (Bednall, 2006). Phenomenological reduction refers to the process that allows the 

researcher to categorize the essential pieces of the given experience and organize and code 

important information from nonimportant (Oksala, 2023). When the researcher begins to take the 

data points of the information gleaned from the above methodologies and then begins to use 

imagination to analyze the phenomenon for what it could be on a multitude of variations, the 

researcher uses imaginative variation (Cudjoe, 2023). Finally, the researcher must bring all of the 

above information together to clearly articulate the essence/reality of the phenomenon in 

question through synthesis (Moustakas, 1994). The research design and data collection methods 

outlined above will allow Day to integrate each participant's experience into the research flow 
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and glean the lessons they offer. By doing this, Day hopes to provide new mitigating measures 

for online educators and students to avoid the negative impacts of isolation.  

Trustworthiness 

The following section outlines five significant components that congeal the study's 

trustworthiness. These elements include credibility, dependability, confirmability, and 

transferability, and they conclude with ethical considerations. These factors ensure the reader 

that this study's efforts correctly align with each participant's feelings, thoughts, experiences, and 

convictions. It is my firm commitment to make every effort to accurately and honestly put 

forward only that which can be supported and affirmed by the data gleaned from the study.  

Credibility 

A full disclosure of the data collecting and analysis processes will be offered, assuring 

those reading that the study is transparent, precise, and credible (Creswell, 2018). Furthermore, I 

add to the credibility of the findings by taking all appropriate measures to explain the study 

design, outlining any potential risk of biases, and showing patterns of inconsistency (Antoniou et 

al., 2020). Furthermore, all study limitations will be articulated along with all data that may 

indicate a need to go deeper and discover new perspectives (Rudolph, 2021). Finally, let the 

reader understand that I wholeheartedly agree with researchers (Closa, 2021; Rudolph, 2021; 

Sun, 2021) that it is my moral and ethical responsibility to earn trust by following through with 

the abovementioned commitments to credibility.  

Transferability  

The findings and conclusions of the study will have transferability, sometimes called 

replicability, to other educational contexts (Closa, 2021). Given the meticulous and detailed 

methods of data collection and analysis with their step-by-step informational audits, my goal is 
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to offer research that can benefit many other schools and their online deliverables. The 

transferability factor of the trustworthiness equation is one of the highest goals of qualitative 

research. However, it can only be achieved when there is a transparent and open disclosure of the 

facts and how they are gathered (Closa, 2021). This is achieved by offering the reader adequate 

communication on all the processes taken to gain information and sharing all relevant 

information on the participants, their backgrounds, and their credentials to speak to the 

phenomenon in question (Cope, 2014). By following these qualitative research protocols, 

replication of this study will be given its best chance.  

Dependability 

I will triangulate the data collected through individual interviews, group discussions, and 

follow-up journal entries to ensure the study findings are dependable. Information gleaned from 

these three data collection methods will then be corroborated to offer the reader explicit 

confirmation of the report. This ensures that all conclusions come directly from the verbatim 

extracts of the participant interviews and not the author's biases. Furthermore, prolonged 

engagement with each participant will be easily noticed throughout the study. This is the process 

by which a researcher takes ample time to build the necessary rapport with every interviewee to 

produce the most accurate responses (Cope, 2014). Throughout the report, I will keep an 

organized and detailed audit of every conversation, document, audio/video recording, personal 

observation, transcript, and journal, thus adding another layer to the study's trustworthiness. This 

step will then lead to the opportunity for any participant/member of the research to observe the 

process and confirm or correct the analysis in real-time. Should there be any informational 

outliers, these methods of attaining dependability will enable me to identify and disregard them.  
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Confirmability 

The following steps will be taken to ensure that the study is confirmable: The researcher 

will attempt to collect only data relevant to the study from reputable participants whom all the 

necessary institutional authorities have preapproved. My committee chair and the member will 

be asked to offer their wise counsel and give advice based on their extensive experience. 

The researcher will utilize the following three techniques to add multiple layers of legitimacy to 

the study. These methods include triangulation, reflexivity, and reviewing documents. I have had 

years of experience with social isolation and its relation to remote learning environments at 

AGUSA schools, so this gives me a healthy vantage point as a researcher and data collector 

(Hogan, 2021). The study participants, students, and teachers will have multiple opportunities to 

let their individual and collective voices be heard by following the data collection procedures 

outlined. The reader will be able to decide about the study's trustworthiness and if I have 

adequately and objectively bracketed myself from the results (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Hadi, 

2016). All appropriate steps, as have been outlined by my institution, will be taken to ensure 

confirmability. 

Ethical Considerations 

The following steps will ensure that all parties participating in this study are safe, 

beneficial, and duly authorized by the necessary groups and administrators. Firstly, I commit to 

engage in my research only after gaining approval from the Institutional Review Board of 

Liberty University. Should access to a site or group be needed to conduct the study, full 

disclosure of the goal and purpose of the study will be offered in writing to the administration, 

and the commencement of the study will move forward only after their approval. Secondly, 

consent forms will be given to each participant that outlines the entire study. Before acquiring 
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their signatures, opportunities for clarifying questions and assurances will be given to explain all 

study components. These forms outline not only all aspects of the study and data collection 

methods but their rights as participants to continue or withdraw from the study at any point they 

desire. 

Furthermore, at any point, should an interviewee feel unsafe or uncomfortable, clear off-

ramps to exit the study will be given periodically. Methods for protecting the personal 

information of the participants will also be outlined in these forms to add yet another layer of 

confidence. This includes but is not limited to how the information is stored and for how long the 

information will be kept prior to the destruction of the date in question. Finally, my doctoral 

supervisors will summarize these processes to bring accountability to every part of the study. 

Summary 

This qualitative phenomenological study aims to investigate the effects of social isolation 

on the mental health of students and professors involved in online/remote education at 

Assemblies of God institutions of higher learning. Chapter three has fully discussed all aspects of 

my chosen methodology and design. The reasons for this phenomenological framework are 

clearly outlined, and the step-by-step approach to gathering, analyzing, and synthesizing each 

data detail is articulated. All necessary elements of the chosen setting and participants are 

explained, and the plan for undergirding the study with all appropriate ethical standards is put 

forward. I have revealed my own experiences with the phenomenon in question in the hopes of 

bracketing out my biases, thereby adding further credibility to the study. Once all interviews, 

focus groups, and follow-up journal entries have been gathered and processed. I will offer the 

study's findings in chapter four. My goal is that the data will reveal solutions to social dilemmas 

that are connected to online learning platforms.  
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS  

Overview 

In the proceeding study, Day aims to explore the lived experiences of post-secondary 

students and professors at Assemblies of God, USA schools, and how online education may 

impede formal and informal pathways to academic persistence and social integration. This 

chapter presents the study findings gleaned from data collection methods and means of analysis 

previously outlined in chapter three, which included one-on-one interviews, group interviews, 

and written journal prompts. A total of 17 participants formally consented to be involved in the 

study. 15 participants responded to journal prompts, 14 were interviewed and recorded in one-

on-one conversations via Zoom Video Communications, and 15 were interviewed and recorded 

in group chats via Zoom Video Communications. A narrative of participant responses, along 

with the corresponding theme development process, is meticulously outlined in chapter four. 

Academic and Relational Benefits, Academic and Relational Responsibilities, Academic and 

Relational Communication, and Academic and Relational Opportunities comprise the four 

primary themes that answer the research questions. 

Participants 

The study participants comprised 17 people who have served as online professors, 

administrators, classroom designers, or students at schools affiliated with Assemblies of God 

USA. Each participant was decisively selected and met the following criteria for one of two 

sample groups: a leader group and a learner group. Some participants met the qualifications for 

both sample groups. A qualified leader group participant will have at least one year of experience 

with post-secondary online education. Faculty, staff, and administrators were welcome to 

participate if they have at least one year of experience facilitating online education for their 
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school/college. The learner group comprised men and women who had taken at least two online 

classes that required no in-person class time. Each person involved in the study understood that 

participating in this work was entirely voluntary, and the participant could decide to exit the 

study at any point in time should they decide it was in their best interest. None of the 17 

participants exited the study. Among those in the leader group, there was an average of 7.6 years 

of online teaching experience and 5.4 years of online classroom design and administration and 

employed at 2.2 Assemblies of God colleges/universities. Among those who have been online 

education students at AGUSA schools, the participants averaged 2.7 years of experience taking 

classes online. 

Participant 1  

Interviewee 1 holds an earned Doctorate, served as a seminary president for more than 15 

years, was on the teaching faculty for another AGUSA University for more than 20 years, and 

has been employed as an administrator/faculty member of three distinct AGUSA schools of 

higher learning. Interviewee 1 has six years of online teaching experience and six years of online 

classroom design experience and holds an earned degree from an AGUSA College. On the 

subject of the importance of this study, Interviewee 1 said that online education is here to stay 

and is not going anywhere. However, participant 1 still argues that human relationships are a 

critical part of the learning process." 

Participant 2 

Interviewee 2 served as a founding director/dean of the Leadership Ph.D. and Ed.D. 

program at an AGUSA University. Interviewee 2 has six years of online teaching experience, 

five years of online classroom design experience, and has been employed by five unique 

AGUSA schools of higher learning. Interviewee 2 has earned a Ph.D. at one AGUSA University 
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and a Doctorate of Ministry at another AGUSA University. Interviewee 2 found it tremendously 

valuable to ask questions about the motivation behind the online student's decision to seek an 

online pathway to further education. Interviewee 2 states: "I would begin the conversation by 

asking them about their 'why.' Why did they select an online path to school online? What was 

their motivation? Was it expense, distance, or something very practical? Was their motivation a 

philosophical decision where they do not see the value of being in person?" Once Participant 2 

gained an  understanding of the student's motivations, interviewee 2 would "tell them, having 

been on both sides of the equation, that this is very different relationally than an in-person 

experience." Interviewee 2 takes time to outline the importance of explaining the value and 

benefits one may gain in "leaning into" relationships in the short and long term. 

Participant 3  

Interviewee 3 has been teaching online for more than four years, has four years of online 

classroom design experience, and has worked for six different AGUSA schools of higher 

education. Interviewee 3 earned a Master of Divinity and a Doctorate of Ministry from an AG 

seminary. Interviewee 3 articulates the experience and belief that the relationships one gains 

during the educational experience significantly impact one's future. Interviewee 3 states, "Many 

of the opportunities to minister or teach that I have today have arisen out of a direct result of the 

relationships I forged through my years of education." Even the relationships that Interviewee 3 

formed with students opened future doors for teaching and ministry. Interviewee 3 shares that 

"the more one engages in relationship building, the more one will reap those benefits. 

Relationships are paramount." 
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Participant 4  

Interviewee 4 earned a Master's degree online at an AGUSA university, has 13 years of 

online teaching experience at an AGUSA college, has 13 years of experience with online 

classroom design, and has been employed by one AGUSA university. Interviewee 4 is a co-

founder of an online school of ministry and leadership. Interviewee 4 pointed out the benefit of 

sharing each other's struggles and stories as the class progresses through the semester together. 

Interviewee 4 states, "One of the beauties of online education is that we are not taking them out 

of their [various real-life contexts]…and they desperately need to know that they are not alone in 

their struggles." 

Participant 5  

Interviewee 5 earned a Doctorate in Education from an AGUSA university, has five years 

of online teaching experience, three years of online classroom design experience, and has been 

employed by one AGUSA university. Interviewee 5 is a co-founder of an online school of 

ministry and leadership. One of the major concerns that Interviewee 5 brings to light is their 

experiences with students feeling as though their professors are unapproachable or unreachable. 

Interviewee 5 states, "The students feel as though their professors are too busy and are being a 

bother when they reach out due to the distance that is hardwired into online education. Often 

people are in a desperate situation and need to know that they are not alone." Interviewee 5 

found it essential to point out that professors should use empathy toward their students and "be 

quick to communicate and respond to them and remember that online students are amid their 

real-life pressures." Interviewee 5 highlighted how critical it is that professors model 

relationship-building for their classes. 
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Participant 6  

Interviewee 6 holds an earned Doctorate of Education and has eight years of online 

teaching experience, eight years of experience as an online student, designed two online courses, 

and has been employed by one AGUSA university. Interviewee 6 brings years of administrative 

and educational experience to this study and has been the director of several educational 

initiatives. Interviewee 6 related these thoughts to relational elements of online learning. 

Interviewee 6 stated, "Online learning can be very lonely. Finding ways to build a collegial and 

collaborative atmosphere in online learning is still something that we have yet to figure out 

completely. In online learning, students have to make more effort to build friendships because of 

the lack of in-person interaction that an on-campus experience affords. Most online classes I 

have taken and taught have relational elements, such as online office hours or chat rooms that 

were rarely used. It would be helpful if the existing structures for relational building were fully 

utilized." These insights add credence to the need to communicate to students and professors 

about the value and benefits of building friendships. 

Participant 7  

Interviewee 7 has a Doctorate of Ministry degree, 13 years of online teaching experience, 

13 years of online classroom design experience, and has been employed at three separate 

AGUSA colleges. For more than a decade, Interviewee 7 was an administrator and a dean at an 

AGUSA University. Interviewee 7 offered a balanced approach while expressing their 

experiences in remote learning—one degree this participant earned required zero in-person 

interaction. At the time of Interviewee 7's remote learning experience, there was no regret 

associated with the fact that the relational element of education was absent from the degree. 

However, looking back on it now, Interviewee 7 believes strongly that they "missed out" on a 
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critical piece of the learning journey. Interviewee 7 remarks, "I can envision some people 

choosing to do their degree online because they need maximum flexibility, and doing 

relationships will impair that flexibility. That said, the level of learning that you are going to 

receive if you have the opportunity to interact and build relationships and there is a gift and take 

is going to go to another level." 

Participant 8  

Interviewee 8 has an earned Doctorate, four years of online teaching experience, two 

years of online classroom design, six years of experience as an online student, and has been 

employed at two different AGUSA schools of higher learning. Furthermore, Interviewee 8 brings 

years of educational administrative experience to this study. Interviewee 8 highlights the 

importance of taking personal responsibility and initiative in building friendships in online 

learning. Interviewee 8 says, "If students are going to get the kind of educational experience they 

need, they will need to find ways to interact with others. No student should expect their peers or 

professors to chase them down to initiate friendship; the student's responsible for taking the 

initiative." 

Participant 9  

Interviewee 9 has an earned Doctorate, 12 years of online teaching experience, four years 

of experience as an online student, eight years of experience in online classroom design, and has 

been employed at one AGUSA university. Interviewee 9 directs a business and leadership 

program at an AGUSA university. Interviewee 9 emphasizes the importance of encouragement, 

accountability, and support structures that many online students feel the need to have while they 

are on their educational track. "Oftentimes students will want to connect with other students 

because they are going through the same thing, they feel the same pain, so to speak, and there is 
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much empathy to experience as they interact with each other." Interviewee 9's contribution to the 

study offers evidence supporting the idea that when encouragement, accountability, and support 

structures are in place and utilized, better academic performance and persistence result in the 

student's life. 

Participant 10  

Interviewee 10 holds an earned Doctorate, has 19 years of online teaching experience, 12 

years of online classroom design experience, and has been employed by one AGUSA school of 

higher education. Interviewee 10 is a department chair at an AGUSA university. Regarding non-

required social interaction opportunities, Interviewee 10 remarks, "I have to be honest though, I 

see that it is very seldom actually used. After having been with this university for nearly 20 

years, I rarely see students take advantage of online social opportunities. I have found that it is 

hard to get students who are strictly online to start forming those social connections. I am not 

sure that students understand the benefits of forming friendships or believe that friendships will 

be worth the time it takes to form relationships." 

Participant 11  

Interviewee 11 has earned two degrees from two separate AGUSA universities and holds 

a Doctorate of Ministry from a non-AGUSA school. Interviewee 11 has been the President of an 

AGUSA seminary, has held multiple other administrative/VP roles in other AGUSA schools, and 

has been employed by two AGUSA Universities. Interviewee 11 has 12 years of experience in 

online teaching and 12 years of experience in online classroom design. Interviewee 11 

highlighted the professor's role in creating opportunities, venues, and environments for 

relationship building. Interviewee 11 emphasized the need for the online class teacher to take the 

lead and show the way. Interviewee 11 stated, "We should look to form whatever venues of 
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connection we can make. I think the more the professor engages with their student, the better it is 

for the student. Creating times of interaction between students and professors before class 

officially begins so that there are at least the beginnings of friendship and connection would be 

helpful." 

Participant 12 

Interviewee 12 will soon have a doctorate. In addition to the forthcoming doctorate, 

Interviewee 12 holds two Master's Degrees and a Bachelor's Degree from an AGUSA 

University. Interviewee 12 comes to this study with 12 years of experience in online teaching, 

five years of experience in online classroom design, and multiple years of administrative 

experience at an AGUSA university. Interviewee 12 has been employed by one AGUSA 

university for nearly 20 years. Interviewee 12 brought out a few points highlighting the future 

impacts of relationships formed while in school. Interviewee 12 stated: 

"Regardless of the modality, be it online, in-person, or a cohort model, most people are going to 

college to prepare for a vocation. Therefore, networking and relationships are ultimately quite 

important to getting anywhere within that vocation. The network of relationships built with peers 

and professors will continue to serve you within that vocation. Interviewee 12 went on to 

underscore the value of relational support structures and future learning when stating: 

"Often, the people I find myself turning to or collaborating with are folks that had been in my 

educational program with me. Beyond the degree program, these relationships are going to be 

something to pull on." 
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Participant 13  

Interviewee 13 has an earned Doctorate and more than 25 years of educational 

experience, which includes being a college president, vice president, registrar, and faculty 

member. Interviewee 13 has 16 years of experience as an online teacher, four years of experience 

with online classroom design, and has been employed at two AGUSA colleges. From the point 

of view of Interviewee 13, one of the major benefits of forming relationships with peers is 

"longevity" in one's career. For Interviewee 13, those who fail to form relationships with their 

peers often do not remain in their prospective callings or jobs for the long term. Interviewee 13 

states, "The onus or burden of responsibility to form relationships is on the student, but it is the 

professor's job to create the platforms and opportunities within the class to get together socially." 

Interviewee 13 argues that when the student takes advantage of the open doors to connect created 

by a fully engaged professor who is maximizing the tools available in the learning management 

systems, the likelihood of friendships forming is higher, and longevity is attainable. 

Participant 14  

Interviewee 14 is an online college student at an Assemblies of God affiliated school. 

Interviewee 14 has two years of online education experience with 12 credits earned towards a 

degree. Speaking of relationally connecting with fellow peers, Interviewee 14 laments that there 

needs to be more interaction beyond the discussion board posts. Interviewee 14 suggested that it 

would be helpful to know if anyone in the class was geographically nearby so that they could 

form in-person study groups. Interviewee 14 shared how exciting it was to meet up at a coffee 

shop with a fellow online student who was part of a local church taking the same course to have 

a study group. Further suggestions by Interviewee 14 included online Zoom study groups to gain 

a better connection with fellow peers. In the mind of Interviewee 14, there should be written 
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interaction coupled with virtual video interaction to achieve an ideal online classroom 

experience. Being many years removed from formal education, Interviewee 14 would have liked 

an onboarding/orientation class to help them feel more confident and less isolated. Interviewee 

14 stated, "Social isolation was experienced at the beginning of the semester because I did not 

know what I was doing." 

Participant 15  

Interviewee 15 is an online college student at an Assemblies of God affiliated school with 

one and a half years of online educational experience and nine credits earned thus far. 

Interviewee 15's opening statement said: "We were created for relationship and connection with 

people. When education is online, I feel like you can lack that connection piece. Screens can be a 

barrier to communication, especially for people who read social cues or what we call reading the 

room and facial expressions. It is hard to evaluate those things when you are online." Interviewee 

15 expressed the importance of time management and the pitfalls of procrastination, a major 

problem in online education. "It is possible to feel that because it is online, it is not as important; 

therefore, one must have a plan to manage time well." Interviewee 15 admitted to being a natural 

introvert, and the idea of not having to connect personally with people online was initially 

appealing. Then, once classes began, Interviewee 15 lamented, "I realized that I was missing 

something. I felt a missing connection with the people I was learning with." 

Participant 16  

Interviewee 16 comes to this study with seven years of online educational experience and 

155 credit hours earned at an AGUSA university. Interviewee 16 has earned a Master's degree 

and a Doctoral degree at an AGUSA university. Interviewee 16 made it a point to emphasize the 

need for one to be intentional with relationships, and yet Interviewee 16 states, "There is a real 
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difficulty in building relationships when you are in online classes. In my experience, most people 

do not want to be intentional or do not have time to be intentional because they have other 

[social] communities. Therefore, many students I have encountered appear not to need that, and 

the only time they communicate is if they need or want something. Forming relationships was 

my biggest challenge." Due to a lack of continued connection, Interviewee 16 reported that many 

of her classmates fell behind in their studies and needed to complete their coursework. They told 

Interviewee 16 that because they did not maintain contact with friends, they "lost motivation, 

encouragement, hope, and we just drifted." These same students who fell behind confided in 

Interviewee 16 that if they had the opportunity to do things over again, they would focus more on 

relationships. In Interviewee 16's mind, having good relationships "is the most important factor 

to completing a degree online." 

Participant 17  

Interviewee 17 comes to this study with five years of online educational experience and 

has earned a Master's Degree and a Doctorate of Ministry at an AGUSA university. Furthermore, 

Interviewee 17 has served as a doctoral chairperson and has recently been added to the adjunct 

faculty of an AGUSA university. It became apparent in Interviewee 17's experience that the 

success or failure in one's online classroom experience largely depended on the leadership of the 

class, namely the professor. Interviewee 17 stated: "My favorite professors always 

communicated well, but I remember one professor who never communicated with the class and 

would not answer emails. It was not a good experience; fortunately, they no longer teach. The 

severe lack of communication made things very difficult. Thankfully, that professor was the 

minority. Most of my professors communicated well and expressed genuine concern for each 

student. People never forget how someone makes them feel." 
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Results 

In this qualitative transcendental phenomenological study, Day explored the lived 

experiences of post-secondary students and professors at Assemblies of God, USA schools, and 

how online education may impede formal and informal pathways to academic persistence and 

social integration. This study's sample consisted of 17 purposively selected participants who met 

the abovementioned criteria. All 17 contributors who began the study completed it, and 0 

participants withdrew. Sample criteria for the leader group included a minimum of one year of 

experience with post-secondary online education. Faculty, staff, and administrators were 

welcome to participate if they have at least one year of experience facilitating online education 

for their school/college. The learner group comprised men and women who had taken at least 

two online classes that required no in-person class time. Thirteen of the 17 participants had life 

experiences that qualified them to contribute to the leader and learner groups. Four of the 17 

participants qualified for only the learner group. 

All 17 participants signed an official consent form prior to data collection. Participating 

in this study was voluntary, and no one would be faulted or punished in any way if they chose to 

withdraw from the study for any reason. No collected data will be permanently stored and 

destroyed per all IRB-recommended protocols. Data were collected through one-on-one 

interviews, group chats, and journal entries. Zoom Video Conference software was used to 

record all interviews and group chats. Interviewees 14, 15, and 17 were the only three 

participants who did not complete all three data collection methods. However, interviewees 14 

and 15 completed two of three, while interviewee 17 could only accomplish one of the three data 

collection options. Eidetic reduction was employed in examining the data, which unveiled four 

primary themes and their succeeding sub-themes. The four primary themes include Relational & 
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Academic Benefits, Relational & Academic Responsibilities, Relational & Academic 

Communication, and Relational & Academic Opportunities. Theme development, data 

descriptions, and excerpts from the data are put forward in the next section. 

The thematic outline of the research resulted in four primary topics: academic and 

relational benefits, academic and relational responsibilities, academic and relational 

communication, and academic and relational opportunities. These themes resulted after a 

meticulous analysis of one-on-one and group interviews along with their corresponding journal 

prompts. Once the gathered data has been carefully analyzed and coded, textural descriptions of 

each participant's lived experience are offered (Moustakas, 1994). Several subthemes were 

identified and classified under each main heading. Finally, this section puts forward each 

participant's structural and textural descriptions, which allow the phenomenon's essence to 

emerge (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The following is a narrative explanation of the lived 

experiences of each participant resulting from the data collection. 

Theme 1: Relational & Academic Benefits  

Various benefits for online professors, students, and administrators were noted 

throughout the participants' journals, interviews, and group chats. All 17 contributors to the study 

believed that their online educational experience was greatly enhanced or hindered due to having 

formed or not formed relationships with peers and professors along their journey. Five sub-

themes were generated from the participants' talking points, which included finding and keeping 

employment, future networking opportunities, social and spiritual support systems, lower 

attrition/higher graduation rates, and higher professional satisfaction. As the data collection 

process unfolded, it became clear that there was significant personal, professional, and spiritual 

value to having strong relational connections throughout the online educational experience. 
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Though mentioned several times by participants 4, 5, 7, and 15 that people with introverted 

personalities or incredibly complex schedules may not have the time nor the desire for 

relationships, all 17 participants agreed that the learning experience that comes from leaning into 

relationships is more beneficial in the long run. 

Finding and Keeping Employment 

Participants 7 and 12 took ample time to explain that students have an easier time finding 

employment upon graduation when strong bonds of relationships have been formed. Participant 

12 states, "If you lack a network of peers, that can be detrimental to you being hired in the field. 

Once you are done with your program, your peers often become colleagues in whatever you are 

doing. When students do not have those friendships or some level of connection with their peers, 

it could put them at a disadvantage if they do not have those working networks before 

graduation." Participant 7, a former dean of a major AGUSA university, was acutely aware of 

the importance of professor-to-student relationships and the ramifications those relationships had 

for the professor's employment. Participant 7 says, "Many schools will be basing their hiring on 

the course evaluations, and the students will give you evaluations based on many things. 

Moreover, if you are an online professor, there is a good chance you are not creating content. 

Furthermore, you are not just there to give grades but to help students learn. You get a contract to 

teach again the next semester because you got a 4.9 and not a 4.1 on your course evaluation 

scores. So you keep your job. We are getting more contracts if you are an adjunct because it is 

not a matter of keeping the job; it is semester to semester. You live or die by that." 
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Future Networking Opportunities 

The second sub-theme for this category pointed to the benefit of professional networking. 

Participants 9, 12, and 13 specifically drew attention to the advantage of friendships gained 

during the online educational experience. Participant 13 states, "The networking capacity is long-

term to continue." Participant 12 agreed, saying, "Networking and relationships are ultimately 

quite important to getting anywhere within a vocation. I think that relationships are important for 

anyone going through an educational journey, especially in an online program, because beyond 

your degree program, your network and those relationships that you have built with peers and 

professors will hopefully continue to serve you beyond that." Participant 9 recalls, "For those 

that might be looking for new employment opportunities or something, they interact with other 

students in their field. There are some networking opportunities there, and another opportunity 

could be recommendations." 

Social and Spiritual Support Systems 

The third subtheme that emerged from several participants is a support system. 

Participants 2, 3, 5, 6, 9, 11, 12, 13, 16, and 17 emphasized the tremendous role that social and 

spiritual support systems played in their online education. Participant 16 states, "I really think it 

is vital to the student success, not just academically, but spiritually, emotionally, mentally, just 

staying in a healthy place." Furthermore, they went on to say, "I am not alone. Other people on 

this journey are experiencing the same thing. It is hard, but I can get through this now because I 

am journeying with others." Participant 5 recalled that "…there were days I was going to quit, 

and we would just cheer each other on. So, as far as completing the schooling, we also had each 

other's support." Participant 9 brings to light that students "…need that social interaction and 

accountability. Often, students will want to connect with other students because they are going 
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through the same thing, they feel the same pain, and there is a lot of empathy, interaction, and 

encouragement for one another." 

Lower Attrition/Higher Graduation Rates  

In this category, the connection between relationships and completing an online program 

was brought forward by Participants 5, 13, and 16. Interviewee 5 saw, "the percentage of 

students staying in the course, pressing through, it increases." Additionally, Interviewee 13 

highlighted the "longevity factor" and believes that when strong relationships exist, there is an 

increase in graduation and one's longevity in their prospective occupations after graduation. 

Participant 16 stated that relationships formed in the online program "have been the most 

important factor for success or finishing on time at least and doing it in a semi-healthy way." 

Participant 16 was concerned about the experience of so many who do graduate, having spent 

their mental and emotional capital entirely and crossing the finish line burned out. 

Higher Professional Satisfaction  

Under the category of relational benefits, Participants 3, 6, 8, 9, and 12 all showed that 

their sense of professional satisfaction was much higher when relational connections were 

strong. Interviewee 6 brought out, "I agree that for your average professor who does want to 

connect with people, and particularly in a Christian educational environment, I am sure the 

reason the professor is doing it is because he or she wants to have some kind of life on life 

influence beyond just what they have written and how they respond on assignments." 

Interviewee 6 continues, "I need to have a sense that I am influencing, encouraging, and lifting 

people. Moreover, the only way to get that sense is through feedback that comes through the 

relational feedback cycle. Thus, that is a deterrent to me even wanting to teach because it just 

does not fit my personality. So I would say the overall negative relational and authentic 
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relationships make all the administrative parts of teaching online classes even more onerous 

because I do not see the return on investment. Thus, it pushes me away from even wanting to 

teach online and investing my time elsewhere where I can connect with people." In the life 

experience of Participant 8, the belief is "If I am called to [teach] if I am called to be a 

teacher…then, I get my fulfillment from doing what I am called to do. Thus, the goal isn't the 

information we're unpacking; it is the person we're bringing to maturity. Now, yes, we are using 

knowledge to impart to them to bring it to maturity, but it is still about the person, not about the 

knowledge. So if we as teachers do not have that as our driving motivation, we are in the wrong 

place." Participant 12 agrees and states, "Most of the people I have engaged with and worked 

with as instructors got into online teaching because they had some desire to pass on knowledge 

and experience to the next generation of ministry leaders." This philosophy was further 

reinforced by the experiences of Participant 9 when they said, "I think anyone in the teaching 

vocations can be a difference between a job and a calling. Moreover, a job means, all right, I'm 

just going to check the boxes, give them minimum input, get through this course so I get paid for 

it. However, if it is a real calling and you want to develop your students, it is important to stay 

connected with them as much as possible." Participant 3 remarked, "I just think the more you 

engage, the more you will reap. Moreover, I believe that with all my heart that it [relationships] 

is just really a vital part of that [online education]." 

Theme 2: Relational & Academic Responsibility  

The study revealed that the burden of responsibility does not rest on one person or group. 

According to the findings, online students and professors have the best chance of being socially 

engaged when the following three entities cooperate to bring people together. These groups 

include school administration, professors, and students. While the research suggests that no 
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group holds all of the responsibility, it only takes one group not doing their part to hinder 

significantly the relational potential that might be there if they were to fulfill their role. The study 

found that students and professors have the best chance of forming meaningful relationships 

when the following three groups do their part. 

Administrative Responsibility  

Participants 1, 2, 3, 5, 6, 8, 12, 13, and 16 all highlighted the importance of school 

administration and their role in equipping professors with the tools needed to facilitate quality 

online education and relational experiences. In building relationships with others in the online 

class, Participant 16 says this issue is "probably the biggest hurdle to online education in my 

experience." The findings reveal the need for administrations within AGUSA schools to look at 

the bigger picture of online education, reevaluate it, and consider it in a new light. According to 

Participant 6, "I am concerned. I am honestly concerned in the big picture that the rush to 

accessibility and affordability has decreased the authentic holistic value of an education. 

Moreover, it is unfortunately created or lent to the creation of a very transactional approach to 

learning. Moreover, online learning is so susceptible to transactional learning." The findings 

suggest four areas online administrators need to consider.  

Issue 1: Technology. Throughout the interview process, the apparent disconnect between 

those who create the online LMS and classroom design and those who do the actual teaching 

feels like a great divide. Participant 2 states, "I want to put this delicately. I do not know if I have 

ever met a senior administrator in an AG school who has created or taught an online class. It 

really bugs me. We lose all of our best teachers to administration because that is how you get 

noticed and promoted, and we end up decapitating the academic house. Five to ten years down 

the line, we have an administration that has not been in a classroom for five to ten years." 
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Participant 1 lamented, "I spend more time navigating learning management systems than 

teaching. And that is the most significant frustration of teaching online. Learning management 

systems have all kinds of bells and whistles created by technology wizards that are all cute and 

exciting. However, when it comes to using those in a learning system, they have been created by 

technology experts rather than educational experts. So, my intrinsic motivation is not there when 

I spend half my time navigating an LMS. I will find ways to continue my work without the 

burden of all that technological side. 

Issue 2: Classroom Assistance. Secondly, there was an overall sense among online 

professors that they could not give their students the full benefit of their wisdom and experience 

due to the time needed to read and grade assignments. Participant 2 relayed this excellent 

experience: "The optimal arrangement is a professor and a teaching assistant. The teaching 

assistant can do a lot of the grading, or in my case, I had a wonderful assistant. She would pre-

grade things for me going through and kind of get a general feel of where the work was, and then 

I would be responsible for the primary grade. Moreover, I focused on student feedback." 

Therefore, because Participant 2 was not overly burdened with the initial grading, creative ideas 

like individual video/podcast feedback from the professor to each student could transpire. This 

allowed for more one-on-one and undivided attention to be given to all in the class. 

Issue 3: Peer Mentors. Thirdly, the findings revealed among online professors that they 

felt the most isolated, not from their students, but from their school's administrational leadership. 

Participant 3 believes that "One of the challenges of institutions that utilize online instruction is 

how do we come together and make people feel apart and sense the value of the different people 

with which we interact. However, Participant 5 lamented that while working at a prominent 

AGUSA university, "It was awkward to ask for help. It did not seem like they [the 
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administration] wanted to help me. That is where I did feel isolated. I understood that the culture 

of that [university] tended to be more standoffish, and they are not warm and welcoming." While 

working for a different AGUSA university than was mentioned by Participant 5, Participant 3 

shared this good experience. "It is nice in a community where you can provide feedback and 

have consistent periodic meetings. You have that opportunity to glean from others that have been 

farther down the road than you have in education." In this case, Participant 3 enjoyed regular 

staff/faculty/administration meetings for mutual professional development. This was an example 

of a positive peer mentor experience. Participant 8 encourages all those in administration, 

"Everything rises and falls on leadership. [It] goes back to the leadership of the schools setting 

up their staff, that they are not even imparting the importance of [relationships], even though you 

are an online professor? I have always been encouraged to create, to provide opportunities for 

peers to connect." 

Issue 4: Flexibility. The data revealed an overwhelming consciousness of rigidity from 

those in higher educational administration about their approach to and philosophy of online 

education. Professors were made to feel that their superiors were only interested in continuing to 

do what has always been done when new ideas may improve online programs. According to 

Participant 12, "I think it [online education] has to continue to innovate. I think it would become 

negative for me if we were no longer interested in innovating, and we just wanted to do what we 

have always been doing, and we were no longer offering a good product to our students." While 

it is true that no one entity can force relationships upon any participant in online education, the 

findings of this study reveal that it is the responsibility of AGUSA educational administrators to 

equip professors with the necessary tools for the job. One participant suggested, "I would love to 

see a class in every program on doing this and instruction for professors on how to create the 
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experiences virtually that would make it easier for relationships to develop." Participant 13 

states, "The burden of this [making friends], the onus is on the student, but the opportunity is 

certainly being provided on [by LMS] platforms." Therefore, if the tools for continued 

professional development, accountability, and relationships are given to the professors, the 

professors and their students will likely form meaningful relationships in class. 

Professor Responsibility  

Participants 1, 4, 6, 8, 9, 12, 13, 15, 16, and 17 underscored the significance of the online 

professor and the indelible part that they play in facilitating strong relational connections for 

themselves and their students that can lead to higher levels of learning for the student and 

professional satisfaction for the teacher. The central issue of motivation was strongly addressed 

by Participant 13 when they said that it is all about "investing in the next generation" and how a 

professor must have a personal "stake in the success of those who follow after you." If the online 

professor only performs the "minimum online requirements," they only provide a sub-par or 

"minimal online experience" for their students. The research findings revealed four primary 

practices that successful online professors employ in their classes to create meaningful 

interaction between themselves and their learners.  

Practice 1: A Personal Connection. For participants 4, 6, and 12, adding a unique 

personal connection could not be overemphasized. Offering multiple avenues by which the 

students can reach the professor can put students at ease, thereby removing one more layer of 

stress from the student experience. Participant 12 recalled, "One of the things that I have heard in 

my few years in online education leadership is that students dislike courses where it was hard to 

contact the professor, or it seemed like the professor was absent from the course. It, for some 

students, causes a great deal of anxiety because they are wondering, okay, what grade do I have 



 

 

99 

in this class?" The remedy for such worry was easy for Participant 6. It meant they made a little 

extra space in their schedule for the students to ask questions and process material. Participant 6 

says, "I do feel like when I extended myself with more access, and people would take advantage 

of that, that did help to give a sense of different kinds of relationships again." When this type of 

access and communicative rapport exists between students and professors, the connection takes 

on a new importance. Participant 4 noted that students "are hungering for a mentor ." The closer 

the student relates to the professor, the more Participant 4 believed that the class could become a 

"transformational" experience for the student. As Participant 11 recalled multiple educational 

moments at more than one AGUSA college as a student, “when I think back, I don't think about 

who the administrator was. I think about who my professor was, and that's my identity with the 

school itself. So, there's tremendous influence at that point.” Therefore, according to the findings 

of this study, it is the professor who wields the bulk of the influence, good or bad, in the life of 

the student. That said, the study revealed that more than giving access is needed. Communication 

must be prompt and personal to achieve this transformational and inspirational level of 

connection.  

Practice 2: Prompt and Personal Feedback. Two major factors contributing to feelings 

of isolation in online students pertain to the timing and content of feedback the students receive 

on their assignments and questions about them. For Participant 16, prompt and personal feedback 

was "vital to the student's success, not just academically, but emotionally, mentally, just staying 

in a healthy place. One of the difficulties that my [online educational experience] is when 

professors who were not checking in or engaged just completely went MIA." That is why, for 

Participant 9, "I always make it a practice to respond within 24 hours. Suppose a student tries to 

contact me. It is usually much sooner than that because I always check my email, but at most 24 
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hours. Consequently, Participant 6 admonished all online professors that "in an ideal world, a 

student would never get back a paper without some kind of personal comment, as opposed to 

APA or formatting errors, those things being highlighted. An ideal online educational experience 

will convince the students that they are not just working with AI." Participant 12 agreed, "I think 

having that connection with the professor can give you some context to whatever you are 

studying. We are not just asking you to grade and be in discussion forms. We want you to share 

your unique experiences. I think that it not only makes things more enjoyable for the instructor, 

but it also makes things more enjoyable for the student." For Participant 17, the majority of 

professors "communicated often and responded right away," and this greatly enhanced the online 

learning experience, made participant 17 feel valued, and reduced feelings of anxiety and 

isolation. 

Practice 3: Curators of Class Culture. The findings have made clear that the 

responsibility for cultivating a healthy class culture is primarily upon the professor. Participant 

13 says, "Well, I think it is on the professor. They are responsible for creating the kind of 

community they want. Moreover, the truth is it takes more work to build community." Words 

that participants used to describe this kind of healthy community included collaboration, 

vulnerability, nurturing, inspiration, understanding, and encouragement. The study exposed the 

fact that very few people in the student's life can influence and inspire like a fully engaged 

professor. Participant 1 highlights this point and states, "I think that you ought to be 

professionally motivated enough to know that and have common sense enough to know that 

there are limits to the kinds of influence you can have by just communicating and facilitating the 

learning content. You just need to be more motivated to see your students as more than a 

consumer of information. Moreover, part of nurturing their full potential goes to understanding 
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the context in which they learn, the motivations which they learn, the barriers to learning that 

they may have so that you can facilitate the learning experience with greater effectiveness." 

According to the study, this kind of healthy online learning can only happen if the online 

professor has built-in personal solid discipline. The following section will list several healthy 

self-leadership practices offered by the participants. 

Practice 4: Healthy Self-Leadership. The following is a summation of regular daily and 

weekly exercises from ten of the participants who are actively teaching online classes. 

Participant 1 noted the importance of "regularly updated auxiliary resources for the students to 

support the key unit content." Participant 3 kept "a journal for each class that I would update 

after each class on areas to improve on, challenges I had, and what worked well." Additionally, 

Participant 3 followed a strict schedule of grading assignments and prep for live stream classes. 

Participant 5 "set aside time each day to complete assignments, and I sometimes used the 

spreadsheets provided to organize assignment due dates." Participant 6 asked when to "interact 

on discussion boards, grade assignments, etc." 

Additionally, Participant 6 "sought to answer emails within 24 hours." Participant 7 "set 

blocks of time on certain days aside to complete the work." Participant 8 stated, "It is my nature 

to set up the structure, boundaries, calendar reminders, lists of assignments and dates due. 

Holding myself accountable comes naturally to me." Participant 9 selected "approximately 1/3 of 

the students each week to respond to their discussion posts. I track it so that the next week, it will 

be a different third, etc., so by week 3, I interacted with each student. 

Moreover, I never go more than one day without checking on the class and starting to 

review discussions and assignments as they come in. That way, the students get grades back 

promptly." Participant 11 made it a point to regularly communicate on the community dashboard 
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with students to remove as much ambiguity as possible. Participant 11 would go to the LMS site 

each weekday to go over the site, check for student messages, and respond promptly. Participant 

11 says, "Communication is vital for online students and teachers. It is a two-way street." 

Furthermore, Participant 11 is more than willing to be redundant sometimes to ensure clarity in 

communication. Participant 12 says, "I employed regular student-professor communication in 

my courses (i.e., course week introduction emails, short videos overviewing the weekly content 

to give some reasons about the content's importance, course week conclusion videos 

summarizing what had come up in discussion forums/weekly assignments), I gave personalized, 

actionable feedback to students (i.e., recorded video feedback, written feedback that engaged 

their work through), and I invested a good amount of time of interacting with students in the 

discussion forums (i.e., recording video responses, referring them to resources to dive deeper, 

encouraging students to interact with each other)." Participant 13 reiterated the importance of 

staying "on schedule and keeping an accurate record of course dates, times, and media." 

Participant 13 says, "I have had to block out large amounts of time to ensure that I met 

deadlines." The research findings show that when the professors regularly maintained these 

disciplines, the online learning experiences for all involved improved dramatically. However, 

one final group that must be emphasized as it relates to relational responsibilities: the students 

themselves. Even if the administration has fully equipped and trained the professors and 

professors to perform all of the practices mentioned above perfectly, there remains an onus upon 

the students to avail themselves of the relational opportunities before them. 
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Student Responsibility 

Participants 2, 4, 6, 7, 8, 12, and 13 stressed the importance of the online student and 

their responsibilities in building meaningful relationships with their peers and professors. There 

is little doubt that knowledge and information can be adequately disseminated through remote 

online means. However, the findings of this study suggest that there is a higher level of learning 

when that information can be processed in the context of a solid educational community of peers 

of professors. Participant 7 encourages online learners to "Build the relationships. You will grow 

more; you will learn more. So, some of that is the professor's initiative. Some of that could be 

your peer's initiative. However, let me say the vast majority is going to be you.” Participant 6 

makes it priority one at the beginning of each class to "find someone in your class that you feel 

like you might be able to connect with and then reach out to them to ask for permission to swap 

contact information, start some conversation." There is a tremendous short-term benefit when 

this takes place for the student when they take this initiative. However, participant 12 highlighted 

that "the people who are your peers now as you are going through your program, those are going 

to be peers in the vocation later on. One of the clearest items that emerged from the interviews 

and journal entries is the belief that friendships play a major role in taking a student over the 

finish line in school and keeping them in their prospective callings/professions later. However, if 

the student does not avail themselves of the opportunities before them, there is little that the 

administration or professors can do about it. Participant 8 states, "If a student is using online to 

be able to hide somewhere, that is a different story. However, if they really want to get the full 

experience they need for their educational experience, they are going to need to connect with 

others. Participants 2, 6, and 8 concur, stating, "A student really has to make an effort. The 

burden of this the onus is on the student. It [personal effort] has to be added by the student." 
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Students have already articulated complaints in previous sections regarding feelings of 

social isolation caused by what appeared to be disengaged and distracted professors. However, 

teachers share that there are times when everything has lined up just right for students to connect, 

and the students still need to take advantage of the opportunity. Participant 6 laments, "I would 

offer an hour each night where as many students as want to could come and join me on Zoom, 

and I will share a little bit about the class, myself, my heart and get to know everybody. I was 

quickly disappointed by how few people did it and how few came. Nevertheless, for those that 

did, our online mediated relationship definitely had a different ethos. For the rest of the course, I 

think I felt more of a connection to them." Participant 7 agreed when they stated, "But what you 

may be surprised with just making yourself available says something in only a fraction, less than 

5% of the students are going to take advantage of it, maybe 2%." Therefore, the frustration 

arising from disconnected students is not only felt by the students themselves. Online professors 

have created chances for students to get to know one another but have yet to be successful. 

According to Participant 13, "by and large, the student has to initiate the conversation." Though 

the entire burden of responsibility to create meaningful interactions in an online class does not 

rest upon one group, the study found that when administration, professors, and students do their 

parts, friendships are far more likely to transpire in an online class. 

Theme 3: Relational & Academic Communication  

Within the following section, Day aims to answer the question of communication, more 

specifically, the question of timing, what should be communicated, and when it should be 

communicated within the calendar of an online class. Many participants felt that this is the 

primary area of focus to either prevent or cause a sense of social isolation and its varying forms 

of anxiety and stress. For this study, the timeline of one online class is broken down into three 
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parts: the pre-start of class, the start of class, and post-class communication. These three sections 

articulate what the participants of this study felt should be communicated before class begins, 

during class, and after the class is finished to help all involved be better connected. As previously 

mentioned, communication is not a one-way street; therefore, administrators, teachers, and 

students alike all contribute to the overall success of excellent and timely communication. 

Pre-Start of Class 

Ideally, according to the findings of this study, good communication between online 

professors and their students must begin long before day one of the class. Participant 12 

reiterates this point: "An ideal online class starts with the professor proactively reaching out to 

the students before the class begins, welcoming them, getting them ready so that nothing catches 

them off guard so that there is a good start to that course." As soon as contact information is 

made available to the online professor, sending informal correspondence offering prayer, 

encouragement, and scriptural devotional thoughts can add substantial relational value, according 

to Participant 11. At a minimum, and if at all possible, according to Participant 12, "the professor 

is reaching out a month before class begins," introducing him or herself, letting them know what 

books or other resources are needed for the course, and anything else that they may need to 

alleviate anxiety and helping them to know what it takes to be successful in the course. 

Start of Class 

In Participant 14's experience, this is the stage in the timeline that they felt the most 

socially isolated. Participant 14 "felt socially isolated" due to a lack of understanding regarding 

all aspects of the class and not knowing who the first point of contact would be should there be a 

problem. Participant 14 states, "I did feel separated. I felt like I did not know who to turn to, who 

to talk to. I was even very insecure about what I got myself into." One of the first priorities for 



 

 

106 

Participant 9, when they teach an online class, is to "have a live session with the students" via an 

online streaming portal like Zoom or Google Meet. Doing this has allowed Participant 9 "to 

connect with them more personally, as opposed to just a faceless name in the course as the 

professor." To add another point of value to the social connection and corresponding support 

throughout the class experience, Participant 6 would like to see a peer mentor assigned to this 

point in the class timeline "that follows them through every single part of the course. I had 

collaborative conversations from my first course until [to the end]. Thus, if there were some way 

that programs across the board could either require that or provide that, man, that would be 

gold." 

During Class 

For Participant 15, feelings of social isolation and disconnection were most strongly felt 

after the class had begun. "Sometimes I think people do not exist on the other side of a screen." 

Admittedly, participant 15 is a natural-born introvert, and one of the main reasons for choosing 

to gain an education online was for the "benefit" of not having to deal too much with people. 

However, once the class began, this natural-born, self-proclaimed introvert began to feel that 

something from the educational experiences needed to be improved. Participant 15 recalled, "I 

prided myself on being a huge introvert, so I love being alone. However, after getting into it 

[online class], I realized I was missing something. I felt a missing connection with the people I 

was learning with." According to the findings, the solution to this problem is constant, timely, 

and personal communication. Participant 4, 5, 8, 9, and 12 all reiterated their practice of keeping 

an email or voicemail to from going unanswered beyond 24 hours. Participant 8 recalled the 

most aggravating thing about online professors being those who would not respond quickly, who 

wouldn't interact, and appeared indifferent to their students. When reasonable, timely, and 
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personalized communication is taking place, general feelings of being valued, recognized, and 

appreciated were mentioned by several participants. Participant 6 states that every successful 

online professor must "always seek to add a personal touch to every touch point," be it grading 

comments, bulk emails, or announcements. 

Post Class 

Finally, two leader group participants, who have had many years of online teaching and 

administrative experience, brought up the importance of a post-class debrief or review. 

Participant 6 stated, "I need to have a sense that I am influencing, encouraging, and lifting up 

people. Moreover, the only way to get that sense is through feedback that comes through the 

relational feedback cycle." It is typical for professors to receive a post-class survey review from 

their students that semester; however, if the professors are not given access to that information, 

they cannot benefit or improve. Participant 13 states, "On a professional level, the professor 

gains feedback from students regarding the effectiveness of her or his teaching method based on 

the conversations they have with students outside the minimum requirements." Based on the 

findings of the study, there was a general sense that more conversations between administration, 

fellow teachers, and students were desired regularly to innovate and improve the online course in 

question continually. 

Relational & Academic Opportunities  

In this final primary thematic section, approaches taken by the participants to foster 

relationships in their online classes are revealed. Five sub-categories surfaced multiple times 

throughout the interviews and journal entries. They include online office hours, optional online 

social times, synchronistic class time, written and video discussion boards, and optional 

opportunities for in-person meet-ups. Each of these sub-headings saw varying amounts of 
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success based upon the willingness of administrators, professors, or students to enact the 

responsibilities mentioned above of each group. It must be noted that the findings reveal that 

each of the proceeding sub-categories was suggested not by any individual group but by all 

groups. This means that each sub-category is viewed in a positive light by each group of 

participants. Furthermore, they were recommended practices for a better online educational 

experience. 

Online Office Hours 

For the online student, the study revealed that having regularly scheduled online office 

hours significantly alleviated feelings of isolation. Participants 6 and 7 strongly suggested virtual 

office hours. Alternatively, as Participant 8 recommends, "I will just open my Zoom Room, and 

it will be open for 30 minutes every day." This creates a relaxed online environment for students 

to "pop in" and out at their convenience to ask quick questions about assignments or to benefit 

from personal mentorship moments. Participant 3 says, "You are not just a professor, you are a 

mentor. Furthermore, to me, one of the greatest joys is speaking into the lives of young men and 

women and those who are not so young in their calling and [sharing] life lessons that I have 

learned over the years. As a professor, I think you are so much more than just somebody who is 

regurgitating knowledge you have learned over the years in a sterile environment." The findings 

of this study reveal that having regularly scheduled virtual office hours is a tool that both 

students and professors alike have come to appreciate. Not only does it help academically, but 

participants noted that the relational connection was at another level for those who took 

advantage of this tool. 
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Optional Online Social Times  

The study shows that no one can force another person into authentic friendship. 

Participants agree that the best a leader can do is curate the online environment and make it as 

conducive as possible for connection. "Online learning can be very lonely. Furthermore, one of 

the values of in-person learning that we have yet to figure out how to encourage in online 

learning would be that of the collegial atmosphere, meaning the collaboration and the 

relationships students are given," says Participant 6. It is otherwise noted by Participant 3 that 

one of the significant benefits of a person's college career is having the opportunity to mingle 

with people from different cultures regularly. There is potential, Participant 3 notes, for this to 

happen at an even greater level with online learning if teachers create informal optional social 

times and glean "insights from others who have such a different worldview." As Participant 8 

says, "The most valuable relationship is going to be to connect with someone that's taking the 

same subject you are at the same time you are." However, according to Participant 2, it is the 

students' decision "to engage each other, especially in informal ways. That is the foundation. 

Participant 15 called for a "virtual lounge or "virtual happy hour" where class members could 

connect simultaneously over a Zoom call to get better acquainted, especially at the beginning of 

the course. An interesting and somewhat unexpected finding of the study is expressed in the next 

section: administrators, teachers, and students all agree that their online experience would have a 

greater sense of social connection if there were a few live/required online class times during the 

semester. As Participant 7 says, students must be given "chances to interact, to build 

relationships." 
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Synchronistic Class Time 

Thirdly, participants 6, 7, 13, and 15 highly recommended synchronistic online class time 

to advance better online educational experiences. Participant 6 stated, "In an ideal world, I would 

love for there to be requirements for synchronous [online classes]. Students are required to be 

together online, not in person, but at least synchronous connections, whether once a week or 

once every two weeks. Furthermore, Participant 6 said, "I almost want to put an asterisk next to 

an online degree. Not that it is any less work and any less valid in terms of that, but as far as the 

holistic life-shaping value, unless you, like I even said before, have friends that you can talk to 

and process with what you are learning, I think you are missing out." Participant 13 agrees, "I 

think that the ideal online education experience is where you have multiple students in a live 

forum online where they get to interact with each other and the professor…a mix between live 

education and recorded lectures on scene." Participant 15, a self-proclaimed introvert stated, that 

it would be a huge improvement to online education to have "a combination of both" 

[synchronistic and asynchronistic] class time. While it may take a little extra effort for professors 

to create these opportunities, the long-term relational and educational benefits appear well worth 

it. Participant 7, someone with over a decade of online teaching experience, excitedly stated, 

"Let's get on live; let's do some live interaction."  

Written and Video Discussion Boards  

Though there were mixed feelings about the effectiveness of discussion board posts from 

all participating groups, no one felt it was time to entirely do away with them. Instead, most felt 

that they still play a vital role in the socialization of students and disseminating information if all 

fully maximize them. As Participant 5 puts it, "Well, I think one of the reasons we wanted not to 

eliminate the discussion board was because we wanted students and professors to be able to 
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interact and provide that sense of community within their coursework. We want the mentorship. 

There is a sense of responsibility. These are not just students who are taking the course. We want 

them to be mentored." Participant 4 agreed and said, "Yeah, I think that part of that ideal 

experience would be that the discussion board conversations would be provocative and truly 

engage people's lives, not just the content." One suggestion to innovate and update the discussion 

board experience that several participants brought out was to add a video discussion component. 

Participant 4 stated, "I was excited to learn that the LMS included a way to integrate Zoom in the 

classroom so that professors who want to do that can add that aspect because it does bring 

another level." Participants 7 and 8 agreed that discussion boards can "facilitate that relational 

connection "gives opportunity for [the student] to even know who [their] peers are." Overall, 

adding recorded video discussions rather than a required written work count may add another 

valuable relational and learning component. 

Optional In-Person Meet-ups 

One talking point that arose from the interview process was a strong desire to meet up 

with classmates and professors in person if members of the class were geographically near each 

other. At times, in the natural course of the introductory section of an online class, members 

discover that they live near one another. In those cases, one participant, number 14, actually 

arranged for an impromptu coffee shop study group. As a result, participant 14 said, "It benefited 

my educational experience to have some in-person connection." Participants 1, 2, 4, and 6 shared 

the same vantage point: "the online was much richer because I had those in-person experiences." 

At the same time, it may not be possible nor allowed to make in-person gatherings a required 

element of online learning; most felt it should be an optional benefit whenever possible. 

Participant 1 states that the optimal online classroom delivery system includes "solid content that 
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is delivered in an organized way, reinforcement of that content with learning experiences that are 

done in small group settings." According to Participant 2, for this to work, "I think it rises and 

falls with the student commitment and the amenities made available by the school and by the 

professor." 

Outlier Data and Findings 

While the majority of students and professors shared mild frustration as it relates to the 

various aspects of feelings of disconnection and isolation, two participants articulated something 

much more, something that Participant 16 described as "teacher abuses" of power. This outlier 

data point is undoubtedly in the minority of participant experiences in the study; however, as 

Participant 13 states, this form of "Christian hazing" and student mistreatment is unacceptable 

and cannot be ignored. Phrases like, "Well, nobody helped me, so I am not going to help you. 

And, well, this is a rite of passage that you have to go through" were examples of things said to 

Participant 16 when complaints of a sense of absence and a lack of communication were brought 

to the attention of Participant 16's professor. This caused great disillusionment in Participant 16 

and their fellow students, and they wondered if there was any safe avenue of appeal for help. 

Participant 16 was confounded when their professor said, "Instead of correcting [the bad 

behavior], we are now going to pass that down to the line because you are not going to earn this 

[degree] and not have to suffer the way that I suffered." These findings strengthen the argument 

for more accountability that is called for by Participant 13. Participant 16 emphasized, "When 

you do not have community, the character lacks, people get lazy, they get undisciplined, and 

their motivations are often wrong. I feel like online education has only further perpetuated the 

wrong motives of obtaining degrees because it is so easy now." 
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Research Question Responses 

In preparation for the conclusions outlined in Chapter 5, the proceeding section provides 

a narrative of participant answers to the primary research questions. Additionally, significant 

themes derived from the study were undergirded by the provision of input from each participant.  

Central Research Question 

How can online educators improve academic and social persistence between their 

students and themselves by applying Tinto's Model of Integration? The findings show that the 

participants believed that online education will continue to grow in popularity and practice. No 

participant viewed online means of education as a fad or something that will soon go away. 

Therefore, the  need to continue to innovate and improve this means of education is paramount to 

all 17 study participants. Participant 1 states, "Well, first of all, the online education component 

is here to stay. It is not going away. So, the idea of either [ in-person or online] is not a 

conversation. All education moving forward will be hybrid, and you will have technology in all 

its forms as part of education." Participant 7 reiterates, "The next generation may learn in a 

different way than you did. Therefore, [those in leadership] must always be students of how to 

make that connection, what seems to be getting through, and how we can do that. How can we 

[best] be a facilitator of the students learning? 

Sub-Question One 

What methods are you using to evaluate your student's academic persistence and social 

interaction? For this question in particular, much depends upon the level of engagement from the 

professor. Participants 4 and 5 articulated the need for online professors to regularly check in on 

their students, especially on what they called "at risk" students who have shown a pattern of not 

turning in work or not turning in work on time. Participant 15 shared an experience like this 
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when they needed to catch up in their work. When the teacher went the extra mile to check in 

and follow up, participant 15 said, "It made the biggest difference…It made me feel valued. It 

made me feel recognized and that I existed as an individual and person and that I am more than 

just a statistic or a number that pops up on the screen." This support structure and emotional 

safety net in place kept Participant 15 from potentially failing the class. Another creative tool 

utilized by Participant 2 to evaluate and provide feedback to their students was an individually 

curated video podcast. Participant 2 would make a recording from themselves for each student, 

which included "a list of the four or five improvements that they needed to make and make that 

into a podcast and then publish it to every person in the class." Participants said this gave each 

student the best chance to improve and excel in the class. Incidentally, Participant 2 added that 

the students absolutely loved this feedback method as it provided a very personal touch point. 

Sub-Question Two 

What online extracurricular activities or projects are you currently offering, or have you 

previously offered? Generally speaking, the idea of doing or having any personal experience 

with an online extracurricular activity was still novel to the study participants. However, projects 

designed to bring students together were different. For Participant 2, the gauge to measure the 

success of an online class was based on "how rapidly I could pass the teaching role off to them." 

In the mind of Participant 2, students learn more when they have to process the information as a 

group and then teach it to one another. Participant 7 would create space for video interaction by 

replacing written discussion boards with live Zoom classes. One or two video options instead of 

written discussions led to better interaction. In addition, Participant 7 required their students to 

upload their video work, and then they would gather as a group to evaluate and provide feedback 

on the video. When the professor curates this type of class culture, "Students light up the course, 
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which offers content that helps the student interpret meaning; they become engaged and fun to 

teach," according to Participant 13. 

Participant 1 highlighted that the most beneficial online class projects happen when students 

share their research and mutually benefit from each other's best efforts. Participant 16 agrees that 

"significant dialogue, including [online] small group breakouts, resulted in a more engaging 

learning environment. 

Sub-Question Three 

What online social activities/opportunities have you offered in the past, or do you plan to 

create and facilitate meaningful connections between you and your students and from student to 

student? For this portion of the study, it must be noted by the reader that all the participants are 

Christian believers, have attended Christian schools, and taught at AGUSA schools of higher 

education. Therefore, their worldview as it relates to this section of the study is more spiritual in 

nature than if this was asked of a secular university. Participant 3 quickly articulated, "I think 

creating space where shared spirituality can take place can create a greater sense of community 

than many other things." Participant 3 elaborated on their experience with such matters, bringing 

students together for prayer, encouragement, and biblical reflection. Participant 13 shared that I 

"really loved our prayer time and having divine moments to speak into students' lives or have a 

student stay "after class" to share some difficulties and ask my advice. Helping students with 

personal and spiritual challenges is the highlight of my teaching experience." Participant 17 

agreed, "I think prayer binds people together in an extraordinary way. Thus, it was very 

meaningful to me to have the professor do more than just [the minimum] whether in person or 

online, open up the class in prayer." Additionally, participant 17 went on to describe one online 

professor who "shared his own life and asked for prayer. He also asked the students what he 
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could pray for each of us, and then through email, he would keep in touch with us to ask how the 

situation, whatever we were praying for, was going." Several participants mentioned these types 

of spiritual connecting points many times as the social touch point that meant the most to them. 

As Participant 2 reiterated, those of us at AGUSA schools must introspectively ask the question, 

what is ‘Christian’ online Higher education? How would I know it if I saw it? I think that's why 

relationships have to be the number one [priority], because it can't be Christian without 

relationships.”  

Summary 

Four primary thematic elements emerged as a result of the study. They include Relational 

& Academic Benefits, Responsibilities, Communication, and Opportunities. These themes came 

about following a meticulous review of each interview, transcript, video recording, and journal 

entry offered by the participants. These primary themes have been utilized to construct textual 

descriptions of each participant's lived experience (Moustakas, 1994). Following this, these same 

constructs help to build and describe the overarching essence of the phenomenon (Creswell & 

Poth, 2018). 17 participants, comprised of men and women of varying ages, backgrounds, and 

understandings, could clearly and safely share their experiences with online education at 

AGUSA colleges/universities. While most of the interviewed reflected positively on their overall 

experiences, all agreed that there were areas of needed improvement. 

The majority of participants agreed that online education was here to stay, and that fact is 

a good thing. All agreed that information can be adequately disseminated using online education 

methods without in-person interaction. However, all believed that relationships create a better 

learning experience and greatly enhance the overall educational time. About this matter, 

participant 2 states, "Having worked with many students in every [conceivable] format 
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throughout many years, it is impossible for me to believe that [relationships] do not make a 

difference. That is not a world I am aware of in which [relationships] matters not at all." The 

linchpin of the study emerged as it relates to responsibility. Specifically, who is responsible for 

bringing people together more socially? According to the findings, the answer is that it is a 

shared responsibility that administrators, educators, and students must bear together. Suppose 

even one of these groups is unwilling or unable to play their prospective roles. In that case, the 

relational connection is greatly hindered, feelings of social isolation increase, and the proceeding 

consequences are felt by all involved. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION 

Overview 

The purpose of this study was to explore the lived experiences of post-secondary students 

and professors at Assemblies of God, USA schools, and how online education may impede 

formal and informal pathways to academic persistence and social integration within the realms of 

academic performance, extracurricular activities, faculty and staff relations, and peer-group 

interactions. Moreover, within this phenomenological study, I set out to discover the emotional 

and educational influences of social isolation caused by online/remote learning for post-

secondary students and professors at Assemblies of God, USA, schools of Higher Education. In 

chapter five, I conclude my research by offering the reader my interpretations and 

recommendations for the previously outlined findings. Additionally, this chapter methodically 

lays out my interpretations of the findings, and also lays out implications for AGUSA 

stakeholders in policy and practice, as well as theoretical and methodological implications and 

the study's limitations and delimitations. Finally, the chapter will conclude with 

recommendations for further research. 

Discussion 

My purpose in the proceeding sections is to deliberate my study's findings. The four 

major themes, Relational & Academic Benefits, Responsibilities, Communication, and 

Opportunities, provide the framework for the study. By thoroughly examining and reexamining 

the lived experiences of this study's 17 participants, I acquired a deep and full understanding of 

the influences of remote online learning upon professors and their students in AGUSA schools. 

This knowledge provides research-based innovations and recommendations that may assist the 

Assemblies of God reach their educational goals. This chapter puts forward my interpretation of 
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these findings, implications for policy and practice stakeholders, theoretical and methodological 

implications, limits and delimitations of the study, and recommendations for future research. 

Interpretation of Findings 

This section contains a succinct overview of the thematic findings in chapter four. 

Following the summary of themes, my interpretations of the findings, as gleaned from 14 one-

on-one interviews, five focus groups, which included 15 study participants, and 15 written 

journal prompts, are offered. 

Summary of Thematic Findings 

Those involved in the study were gracious and candid in their responses to all questions 

about their individual and collective experiences at AGUSA schools of higher learning. More 

specifically, I want to know their lived experiences with online education at AGUSA schools. 

Varied feelings of social disconnection and isolation were articulated by all 17 participants, 

along with their thoughts on the importance of relationships as it relates to higher levels of online 

learning and professional satisfaction. The themes of Relational & Academic Benefits, 

Responsibilities, Communication, and Opportunities emerged from these conversations. 

Numerous relational and academic benefits were outlined by all participants, including 

finding new employment and retaining one's employment, future networking opportunities, 

social and spiritual support systems, higher graduation rates, and high professional satisfaction. 

Under the relational and academic responsibilities category, findings suggested that 

administrators, professors, and students are equally obligated to put forth specific efforts to bring 

about quality and close relationships. Should even one group not fulfill their prospective duties, 

relational connections were shown to suffer. Thirdly, the benefits of clear and timely 

communication are put forward in the relational and academic communication section. The 
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findings, as articulated by the participants, indicate that for healthy relational connections to 

transpire between peers and professors of online classes, efforts must be made by the professor to 

alleviate student anxiety long before class begins through to the post-class teacher reviews. 

Finally, academic and relational opportunities carefully engineered to unite students were 

highlighted. Project-based assignments, synchronistic online classes, extracurricular activities, 

online social gatherings, and non-required in-person meet-ups were put forward as healthy and 

engaging methods to bring everyone in the online class closer in relationships. These themes 

combine to disclose the true essence of the lived experiences of the study participants. 

Relational & Academic Benefits 

Laced throughout each conversation was the common thread of relationships and whether 

or not they genuinely matter or hold any bearing at all for those involved in the online classroom 

at AGUSA schools. Multiple scholarly sources (Arbaugh, 2001; Jaggars, 2016; Means et al., 

2014; Picciano, 2019 & Tate, 2022) indicate that many of those enrolled in online education feel 

a considerable amount of disconnection, distraction and an overall lack of personal value from 

their teachers and classmates. The question before the leadership of AGUSA schools is simple: 

Does it matter? Can information be adequately given through online means and retained by 

online students in the absence of online relationships with peers and professors? While it is true, 

according to the participants, that information can without a doubt be disseminated and retained 

by online students absent of relationships, all agreed that, by having a greater relational 

connection with one's peers and professors, the educational experiences was not only 

informationally beneficial for the student but transformational and inspirational. 

Furthermore, the benefits of having and developing friendships with one's peers and 

professors appear to have short-term and long-term benefits that make the extra investment of 



 

 

121 

time well worth it. Students attain greater academic resilience, a higher sense of belonging, and 

improved levels of academic engagement (Greenland, 2022; Luo et al., 2022; Mannan, 2007 & 

Versteeg et al., 2022). Additionally, the study revealed that many choose to enter the teaching 

profession out of a sense of calling to help, love, contribute to, and empower their students 

(Bergmark et al., 2018 & Garza-Rodríguez, 2022). The findings show that this kind of 

professional satisfaction may only be attained when a greater relational connection exists 

between the professor and students. 

Relational & Academic Responsibilities 

Three primary groups emerged as having a shared responsibility about making friends 

and connections in an online classroom: Administrators, Educators, and Students. Throughout 

the study, I sought to discover exactly who was responsible for facilitating the connection 

between learners and their leaders. Observing the remarkable candor and careful consideration 

with which each participant responded was refreshing. Instead of blaming one group or another, 

each participant was swift to look introspectively at themselves and articulated how they could 

have personally done better at facilitating healthy connections. Should one group fail to uphold 

their duties to the academic or relational process, peer and professor connections may fail to 

materialize. 

According to the findings, it is ultimately the administration's responsibility to fully 

outline expectations, provide accountability, train and equip their teams with the necessary tools 

and rules of relational engagement, empower professors to act creatively, remain flexible and 

innovative, and potentially the most important of all; they must model healthy relationships 

between themselves and their teams. Secondly, it is the teacher's responsibility to curate the class 

culture and maximize the tools provided by their administrators. Being accessible, quick to 
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respond, offering clear and concise communications, and being gracious, helpful, and 

understanding were qualities outlined by the participants as most conducive to forming healthy 

connections. Furthermore, it is the responsibility of the students to avail themselves of the 

resources provided to them by the above groups and take the initiative in making connections. 

The first two groups can do their jobs perfectly, but if students do not take advantage of the 

opportunities before them, their overall educational experiences are downgraded significantly. 

Relational & Academic Communication 

Progressing through the data points, I came to see that it not only mattered what and how 

items were communicated from the above three groups, but the question of timing when 

something was communicated was equally important. Should administrators grant access to 

student contact information upon student enrollment, professors will reach out and connect with 

said students as soon as they can, preferably weeks before class begins. Then, the feelings of 

fear, stress, disconnection, and isolation experienced by all in the online class may be entirely 

negated. The findings show that different personality types and age groups may experience 

feelings of isolation at different points of the class calendar. However, prompt communication 

and accessibility from the professor have been shown to alleviate these negative experiences 

quickly. 

Relational & Academic Opportunities 

In conversations with each participant, what makes for great social experiences for all at 

in-person universities materialized. Sporting events, clubs, teams, dorm vs. dorm competitions, 

social hours, field trips, fine arts performances, and impromptu interactions were suggested as 

part of what makes in-person education unique and enjoyable. However, according to Participant 

2, these items can have an online equivalent due to recent technological advances if all three 
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groups uphold their end of the responsibility spectrum. Additionally, participants believed that if 

online equivalents to such things were added to online schools, it would significantly enhance 

the general experience. There was an overall sense that AGUSA schools were behind in this 

regard and only now beginning to see the potential benefits of such opportunities. That said, 

there was an overarching sense of excitement about future innovations that may soon result. 

Implications for Policy or Practice 

The proceeding sections include informed recommendations for policy and practice 

designed for all relevant stakeholders in AGUSA higher education. The study has clearly shown 

and definitively argued that greater relational connections yield a better online educational 

experience for all involved. Additionally, students have higher levels of academic performance 

and social integration into the school's overall ethos when elements of isolation are illuminated. 

Therefore, the following implications and recommendations are put forward. 

Implications for Policy 

Given the multitudinous benefits of having close relationships outlined in this study to 

the online student's academic performance and social integration and to the professor's 

professional satisfaction and effectiveness, the following policy recommendations are made. 

Firstly, policymakers must prioritize building relational components into their pedagogical 

philosophy, beginning with those hired to design and teach online classes. In the hiring process, 

interviews should include questions about the candidate's beliefs and practices regarding 

connecting with their students and assisting them to connect with each other. Furthermore, this 

study shows that it is in the best interest of every employee, every staff member, faculty member, 

and administrator to foster such an approach. By implication, schools need enrollment to remain 

viable. This study has argued for and offered evidence that stronger relationships equate to lower 
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attrition and higher graduation rates. This talking point alone strongly implies that the making 

and building relationships between students and their peers/professors benefit the organization. 

 Therefore, policymakers should prioritize relationships in every component of their 

operation. Secondly, the study implies that policymakers must emphasize the value of 

relationships with their online classroom designers, educators, and learners. High-level 

stakeholders in AGUSA school cannot afford to overlook this pivotal communication 

recommendation. Participants in the study believed that if administrators, staff, faculty, and 

students fully grasped and understood the value of relationships, they would make every effort to 

engage in such connections. The study reveals that part of the problem with regards to social 

isolation currently experienced by leaders and learners in AGUSA schools is directly related to 

ignorance about the benefits strong relationships yield in one's life. Policymakers must list and 

communicate all known and potential benefits to their employees and students of connecting to 

others in the online journey. It is further recommended that it is not in any school's best interest 

to retain employees who will not align their pedagogy or classroom design with this relational 

component, as it may undercut the overall goals and growth of the school should such an 

employee remain. 

Thirdly, the study strongly implies that extraordinary levels of accountability should be 

created and applied. One participant lamented the need for more oversight offered in online 

education to ensure that students receive the best possible educational product. From the 

participants' perspective, it became clear that it is very easy for programs and people to be 

stagnant and far outlast their relevant shelf life. Therefore, I recommend creating robust feedback 

systems where each group, from administrators to students, can offer suggestions for 

improvement and innovation. It is also recommended that regular consults be done between 
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groups for the further improvement of each educational unit. For example, those who create 

online content should consult with the actual deliverers of that material to the students. This 

could ensure the online tools are user-friendly and accessible to the teacher. Multiple professors 

who participated in the study believed a great disconnect exists between the designers and 

deliverers of online content. Additionally, administrators should consult with students one to two 

times a semester to ensure that the professor fulfills their agreed-upon social goals for the class. 

Knowing that these levels of accountability are present may strengthen future relational goals 

and connections. Thereby strengthening the entire school. 

Implications for Practice 

Participant 6 firmly states, "In the race to get and keep more students through online 

courses, universities have sacrificed an essential element of authentic learning – life-on-life 

influence. Rethinking this should be a high priority." Reevaluating a school's true purpose is 

paramount as it relates to forming the most effective and efficient modes of online education. For 

AGUSA schools to truly accomplish their goals, their purpose and practice must align. While it 

is true that not all AGUSA schools of higher learning have the same mission or purpose, the 

general principle of aligning one's organizational policy with organizational practice is a 

transferable concept. As Participant 13 says, "While online education has been around for some 

time now, it is still the Wild West when it comes to AG higher educational institutions. There is 

no commonality between institutions regarding expectations for instructors, pay scale, etc. I 

think a standardization process would be an important step forward." Therefore, the following 

general recommendations for practice based on the study's findings are put forward for the 

reader's consideration. 
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Care Providers. Based on the study's findings, it is my informed recommendation that 

community care providers be added to the general budgets of our AGUSA schools. Depending 

on the school's needs, these care providers may serve in different capacities. However, generally, 

their job would involve the insurance that no one falls through the relational cracks and feels 

personally cared for by the institution. Participant 13 recalled a non-AGUSA university that they 

are very familiar with that "has a full-time staff that does nothing but member care for students. 

It is amazing to me the amount of effort and energy they put into the well-being of students." 

Additionally, Participant 13 said, "I think AG higher education is becoming aware of this but is 

not owning it as yet as a justifiable expense." Furthermore, Participant 5 highlighted their 

experience with another non-AGUSA university that provided them with a personal advisor who 

was constantly available to help them in any given situation about the school, be it academic or 

otherwise. Participant 3 agrees that a community care individual provided by the institution to 

the students and professors committed to the emotional well-being of all would be a tremendous 

benefit. 

Training Opportunities. Participant 13 mentioned a need for general standardization 

across the board of AGUSA online education. I concur with this statement, especially concerning 

professional training opportunities for students and teachers. The overall training experiences of 

the study participants were, at best, inconsistent. Some, like Participants 3, 11, and 13, had 

wonderful onboarding experiences at some schools, while others were absent. Participants 6, 14, 

15, and 16 articulated feelings of grief and incredible frustration that they had received no 

onboarding or orientation training for the online educational experience. Participant 4 lamented 

the feeling of making things up as they went. One Participant said that they had to depend on 

others in the class to figure things out, and another had to call a cousin who was totally 
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unconnected with their school for help learning the LMS. As one Participant stated, "We can do 

better than that." Based on the inconsistencies experienced by most study participants, a 

standardization of onboarding training should be provided to all involved in the online education 

process at AGUSA schools. 

Online Networking Events. An unexpected moment occurred during a group chat 

between 3 participants when someone who has been in and around AGUSA higher education for 

more than 20 years met someone else in AGUSA higher educational administration for the first 

time in that group chat. Both participants were mystified that in all the years that they had been 

involved in AGUSA schools, they had yet to meet before this group chat, and they felt this to be 

a significant problem that must be addressed. One remarked, "I cannot believe I have gotten this 

far and never met you. It tells me that we need a much better way of personally connecting 

people in the online discipline to each other. I do not mean necessarily a convention, but 

something. The first person who does that is going to lead this field in our fellowship because it 

is just not out there." In a separate interview, Participant 13 agreed with this sentiment when they 

said, "I think that we are still producing Lone Rangers because we are being taught by Lone 

Rangers. Old timers in this thing, by and large, did not have that benefit and so did not sow that 

seed in those that they trained." In their prospective area of leadership, Participant 9 goes above 

and beyond to help train adjunct faculty by sending out a document of "Best Practices" at the 

beginning of each semester that they have developed over many years to assist and enhance the 

online experience for both them and the students. This type of professional synergy is not the 

norm, according to the findings of this study. Therefore, I recommend that a network of online 

class content creators, administrators, and teachers from all AGUSA schools form an AGUSA 
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Cohort of leaders that periodically meet together for mutual encouragement and sharing new 

ideas. 

Theoretical and Empirical Implications 

The proceeding section addresses the theoretical and empirical implications of the study. 

Theoretically, my study employed Tinto's theory of academic persistence and social integration 

to investigate the lived experiences of online post-secondary students and professors at 

Assemblies of God, USA schools. Additionally, the study shows how online education may 

impede formal and informal pathways to academic performance, extracurricular activities, 

faculty and staff relations, and peer-group interactions. The study confirmed that students and 

faculty at AGUSA schools have observed and experienced the effects of social isolation in online 

learning. Furthermore, the study corroborates previous research by showing that those who are 

relationally close to their professors and peers experience a higher level of learning than those 

who do not. The empirical implication of the study adds to the phenomenological research by 

extending Tinto's Theory to online collegiate learners and teachers at AGUSA schools. Thus, the 

study fills the gap in the literature as it relates to the importance of relationships and the role that 

relationships play in enhancing the academic persistence and social integration of online 

stakeholders at AGUSA schools. 

Theoretical Implications 

The study utilized Tinto's theory of academic persistence and social integration, and eight 

primary implications were gleaned out of Tinto's theory. See Figure 4. These implications were 

confirmed throughout the findings of the study. In no way did the data found in the study deviate 

from or contradict the initial theoretical research. 
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Figure 4: Table of Theoretical Implications  
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Implication 1: A Healthy Learning Community. The remaining portions of this section 

will highlight the many connections that exist between the eight primary theoretical implications 

and the study findings. The study validated implication 1 when Participant 3 emphasized the 

importance of the class "feeling as though it is a community" seeking to improve themselves 

together and "helping each other move along the same path." Participant 5 concurs and stated 

that one of their primary goals when designing online coursework is for "students and professors 

to be able to interact and provide that sense of community." About this study, Participant 2 

stated, "I think it is a step forward to reaching a sort of sense of we are an online educator 

community" rather than a "scattering" of unknown people. One unique way this study adds to the 

theoretical literature on community concerns shared spirituality to create community. Participant 

11 believes that when the school creates opportunities for prayer and devotional time for mutual 

encouragement through Scripture reading, it becomes the "quickest way to develop community 

and also to foster the call to why the degree is being taken in the first place." Participant 12 

concurs with this notion of shared spirituality when they state, "It was not just an educational 

process, but a [spiritual] formational process. Moreover, part of Christian formation is being in a 

Christian community." Though the study did not contradict Tinto's theoretical framework, it did 

add a spiritual component that was not there previously. 

Implication 2: A Healthy School Culture. Implication 2 speaks to the need for the 

student to be fully socially integrated into the overarching culture of the school to have their best 

chance at completing the academic journey. Thus connecting the social component to academic 

success. The study confirms this component of the theoretical framework. Participant 15 calls for 

more online social meet-ups like an "online lounge, meeting room, or happy hour" where fellow 

students can get to know and make friends. Additionally, Participant 15 encouraged all online 
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students to "take advantage of every opportunity to make the connection." Otherwise, according 

to Participant 15, one is missing out on one of the most dynamic elements of the educational 

process. Participant 9 emphasized the great benefit of mutual encouragement when stating, 

"Often students want to connect with other students because they are going through the same 

thing; they feel the same pain. Furthermore, there is a lot of empathy and interaction and 

encouragement for one another." 

Implication 3: Healthy Support Systems. Implication 3 highlights the importance of 

having emotional care support systems to ensure students can make healthy social connections. 

This includes peer mentors, counselors, and coaches. Participant 13 calls for AGUSA schools to 

budget for a community care individual that looks out for the social side of things with students, 

mainly if you are aiming at a young demographic." Participants 3, 4, 5, 6, 13, and 16 all call for 

varying levels of mentorship to enhance the likelihood of not only achieving academic goals but 

also doing so without having to experience emotional burnout. Participant 6 argues that every 

online student should be assigned a peer and professor mentor from the very beginning of their 

program who could walk with them through every challenge. 

Implication 4: Extracurricular Activities. Implication 4 of the theoretical framework 

points to one vital indicator of the student's successful social integration: the level of 

involvement in extracurriculars. How does one know that a student has been fully assimilated 

into the school's overall ethos, especially when that student is not physically present? Previous 

research shows that if schools desire for students to connect healthily, online course designers 

must reimagine how to re-create online equivalents to shared spaces that make in-person schools 

a joy to attend (Bali, 2020 & Toma, 2023). Things like food courts, student unions, gyms, coffee 

shops, fine arts performances, sporting events, and field trips must find their online counterparts. 
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While participants in this study agreed with the data mentioned above and believed that it was 

possible to create such online environments, no one could point to a specific example of how this 

was currently being achieved at AGUSA schools. 

Implication 5: A Sense of Belonging. The fifth implication from the theory deals with 

the student's sense of belonging and how a student is inspired to personally develop and improve 

academically in a healthy working environment (Tinto, 1975, 1993, 2022). From the perspective 

of Participants 6, 7, and 12, these collaborative and collegial environments are critical. The 

findings concur with the theory as participants described this healthy community as 

collaborative, vulnerable, nurturing, inspirational, understanding, and encouraging. Tinto's sense 

of community and belongingness is primarily created by the thoughtful and purposeful professor 

(Hehir, 2021 & Winters et al., 2023). However, the study revealed that not all professors are 

willing to pay the price with their time and effort to curate such a culture. 

Implication 6: Healthy Relationships. Sixthly, the theoretical framework shows that 

there is a healthy relational connection at the foundation of any academic or social solution. 

According to the findings, quality communication is the solution to students feeling disconnected 

or isolated. More specifically, it is constant, timely, and personal communication. The study 

revealed that participants felt the lack of this type of communication was the primary cause of 

social isolation and its varying forms of anxiety and stress. Participant 16 states, this kind of 

communication is "vital to the student's success, not just academically, but emotionally, 

mentally, just staying in a healthy place." The study found that when reasonable, timely, and 

personalized communication is taking place, general feelings of being valued, recognized, and 

appreciated are experienced by all. That said, the study reveals that three primary parties must 

communicate back and forth: administrators, faculty, and the students. If any of these groups, 
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even one fails in constant, timely, and personal communication, relationships break down. Thus 

further perpetuating the ramifications of social isolation. 

Implication 7: Best Practices for Social Integration. The seventh implication that 

emerges from the theory pertains to how one may know that social isolation issues are being well 

managed. How does one know that a student has become fully integrated into the culture of a 

school? What metrics could one view to know that relational progress is being made in a 

student's life? According to Tinto's theory, social integration is marked by an evident lack of 

social isolation on the part of the student (Liu, 2000 & Tinto, 1987). The findings of the study 

confirmed this point. Participants gauged their pedagogical effectiveness by examining how 

quickly they could get their students to interact with each other in meaningful ways and get the 

students to teach one another the class content. 

Additionally, participants felt that they had done an excellent job of teaching when they 

transitioned from being the chief teacher/focal point of the class to being a facilitator of 

passionate conversations that assisted the students in processing the material together. According 

to Participant 4, these conversations should be "provocative and truly engage people's lives, not 

just the content." Participant 1 affirmed this finding and said that great content could only be 

thoroughly massaged into a learner's heart when "solid content is delivered in an organized way, 

reinforced by learning experiences that are done in small group settings." 

Implication 8: Best Practices for Academic Achievement. Academic achievement was 

the eighth and final implication that rose to the forefront. How does one gauge that they are 

meeting and exceeding their academic goals? According to the research, this happens when the 

learner shows a high level of intellectual growth and perceives their environment positively 

(Baird, 2000 & Lakhal et al., 2020). Furthermore, potential growth is determined through 
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problem-solving under leadership or in partnership with more capable peers and professors (Eun, 

2019). Additionally, the theory says that one may gauge development by measuring the personal 

intellectual growth of the student beyond their firmly held preexisting ignorance, prejudice, or 

biases (Felder, 2004; Gobec et al., 2022; Tsai et al., 2023). Again, these theoretical propositions 

are further confirmed in the study. 

One of the most effective ways to accomplish this kind of growth, according to the 

participants' input, is by getting the students engaged with other students from very different 

cultures. Participant 3 recalls that one of the most significant opportunities for college students to 

grow beyond their previously held biases is when they have the chance "to mingle with people 

from different cultures regularly." There is potential, Participant 3 notes, for this to happen at an 

even greater level with online learning if teachers create informal optional social times and glean 

"insights from others who have such a different worldview." Others within the study agreed that 

online education provides beneficial social interactions with people worldwide, thus allowing 

students to expand their intellectual horizons. 

Empirical Implications 

The study drew upon the most recent and relevant scholarly literature to enhance one's 

understanding of the theoretical framework and undergird its thematic findings with empirical 

evidence. See Figure 5. The study highlights five primary empirical implications that materialize 

from the literature review. This section presents a brief outline of these implications, along with 

evidence as to how the study corroborates each one. In no way did the study contradict or deviate 

from the findings of the literature. While the study participants did not offer any data contrary to 

the literature review, they did offer a uniquely Christian perspective on how their faith informs 

the overarching motivation to pursue the recommendations now put forward with excellence. 
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Figure 5: Table of Empirical Implications  

 

This section will underscore the connections between the five primary empirical 

implications and the study findings. These implications include characteristics of a quality online 

professor, a learning management system, an emotional support system, a 

communication/feedback loop, and onboarding/orientation processes for students and professors. 

The study's findings fully corroborate the research while adding spiritual elements that undergird 

what the participants felt to be the proper motivation behind all of their online educational 

efforts. Furthermore, this study revealed that when these empirical elements are fully 

communicated and understood by the three main groups, administrators, teachers, and students, 
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all parties are given their best chance to meet and exceed their online educational goals. 

Additionally, the findings show that if even one of these empirical implications is ignored, the 

student's academic achievement and relational integration suffer greatly. 

Empirical Implication 1: A Quality Online Professor. Throughout the literature 

review, a common informational thread woven throughout was that of the professor's perceived 

and actual availability. The study's findings fully concur with the literature on the point that 

students must know that the educator is available and present (Rath et al., 2019 & Van Wart et 

al., 2020). Participants 6 and 7 highlighted the importance of having and keeping regularly 

scheduled online office hours. Participants 6, 7, 13, and 15 call for periodic synchronistic class 

time, which may offer extra time for the professor to engage personally and spiritually. The most 

essential quality of an online professor, per the literature review and the findings of this study, 

pertains to engagement. More specifically, the professor goes above and beyond to ensure that 

each student knows they will not be ignored or mistreated by the teacher. 

Empirical Implication 2: The Learning Management System. Another common 

hindrance that was not only brought out by the literature review but also by the study's 

participants was that of a non-user-friendly LMS. Participant 1 highlighted this point several 

times and even said that the difficulty of using learning management systems has made him think 

twice about being involved in online teaching. Furthermore, participant 1 believed problematic 

learning technology is the worst part of online education. Participants 6 and 14 also agree with 

the literature review that when an LMS is not user-friendly and designed with elements of social 

connection in mind, the very tool with which the school is attempting to teach becomes a 

significant deterrent. The findings of the study agree with the literature review that the LMS 

must be used to create, plan, apply, deliver, and measure learning processes (Alias, 2005 & 
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Fibriasari et al., 2023) for the delivery of educational content and the communication between 

professors, students, and peers to be exceptional (Alias, 2005 & Fibriasari et al., 2023). 

Empirical Implication 3: An Emotional Support System. Embedded within the most 

successful online educational programs, according to the scholarly literature, is an emotional 

support system reinforced with academic counselors, mentors, and social coaches. The study 

agrees that attaining high levels of trust and mutual support (Chen et al., 2023) is vital for the 

online learner. Multiple participants from both sample groups brought out this point. Participant 

9 stresses the importance of encouragement, accountability, and support structures that many 

online students need while on their educational journey. Participant 12 pointed to the short-term 

and long-term benefits of these relationships forged during the online college experience and 

how these relationships carry over into one's professional life. Participants 2, 3, 5, 6, 9, 11, 12, 

13, 16, and 17 accentuated the remarkable role that social and spiritual support systems played in 

their online education. Furthermore, Participant 16 states, "I really think it is vital to the student 

success, not just academically, but spiritually, emotionally, mentally, just staying in a healthy 

place." These findings are in sync with the empirical data of the study. However, this study 

brought out the need for spiritual support systems and the typical social systems that any 

academic community may offer. 

Empirical Implication 4: Communication/Feedback Loop. The literature review 

revealed a shared frustration that both students and professors felt: a lack of constructive and 

helpful feedback. It is argued that defined, prompt, expert, impartial, and constant feedback are 

fundamental to producing superior connections in online courses (Berry, 2019; Kranzow, 2013; 

Nicklin et al., 2022 & Snijders et al., 2022). In the minds of those studied and documented in the 

literature review, timeliness in grading feedback (Sopina, 2015 & Watkins et al., 2014) is one of 
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the most important aspects of the learning process. While it is true that all participants in the 

study agree that this kind of feedback is paramount, there was one slight deviation between the 

literature review and the findings. The difference pertains to the recommendation for a written 

and signed agreement between teachers and their students that outlines each other's expectations 

for the course (Chickering, 1989 & Tan et al., 2021). None of the participants of this study 

brought out this point or mentioned that they had ever done anything like this in their teaching 

career. Participant 6 stated, "I need to have a sense that I am influencing, encouraging, and lifting 

people. Moreover, the only way to get that sense is through feedback that comes through the 

relational feedback cycle. 

Empirical Implication 5: Best Practices for Onboarding/Orientation. The study's 

findings and the literature review call the reader's attention to the need for improving onboarding 

and orientation practices for school employees and new students. In the literature review, data 

reveals the need to address the effects of social isolation through robust forms of professional 

training for all involved in online education and onboarding new students (Lambert, 2020). 

Additionally, when the needed preparation and onboarding strategies align with safe and 

trustworthy opportunities to interact, one's intellectual development benefits (Abduraxmanova, 

2022 & Lakhal et al., 2020). The findings of the study concur. In the words of Participant 14, "I 

would have liked an onboarding/orientation class to help feel more confident and less isolated." 

Participant 14's greatest sense of social isolation came at the beginning of the semester. 

Therefore, the empirical implication from Participant 14 and others within the study is that social 

isolation can be mitigated for the student before it becomes an issue should the correct resources 

be offered before the class begins. 
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Limitations and Delimitations 

Qualified participants were invited to join the preceding study voluntarily by offering 

their unique stories regarding online education at AGUSA schools of higher learning. There were 

two primary sample groups and two primary site locations. The sample groups and site locations 

are associated with the Assemblies of God, USA denomination. No participants or site locations 

were unaffiliated with Assemblies of God, USA denomination. Sample group 1 is the Leader 

Group, comprised of online administrators, staff, and faculty from AGUSA-affiliated schools. 

Sample group 2 is the Learner Group, comprised of online students at AGUSA-affiliated 

schools. Individuals had to meet specific criteria to participate in one or both groups. These 

conditions helped narrow the study's scope and define its goals. In what follows, the limitations 

and delimitations of the study are put forward. 

Limitations 

This section communicates the potential weaknesses of the study that were outside the 

researcher's control. After following all IRB recommendations about gaining access to site 

locations and recruiting participants, the following age-specific limitation emerged. It was the 

researcher's hope that, to participate in group 2, one should be between the ages of 18 and 23. 

Though dozens of emails from department leads in both site locations were sent to this age 

group, only three responded that they were interested in participating. That said, once these three 

individuals understood the time commitment required to participate and saw the length of the 

participant consent form, all three chose not to involve themselves in the study. In consultation 

with Liberty University's IRB on this matter, it was recommended that the researcher move 

forward with the study so long as the participants met all the other criteria and that no changes 

were made to the pre-approved study goals, data collection, and recruitment plans. In total, 17 
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people who met the study's criteria signed official consent forms. The only limitation of the 

study that was outside the researcher's control was their ages. 

Delimitations 

This section expresses the delimitations of the study. The following criteria set the self-

imposed boundaries of the study made by the researcher. Firstly, all site locations needed to be 

AGUSA-affiliated schools of higher learning that offer online classes with no required in-person 

meet-ups. Secondly, all participants need to meet the following sets of criteria. A qualified leader 

group participant needed to have at least one year of experience with post-secondary online 

education in an AGUSA-affiliated school. Faculty, staff, and administrators were welcome to 

participate if they have had at least one year of experience in facilitating online education for an 

AGUSA school. For the learner group, qualified individuals must have taken at least two classes 

online at AGUSA-affiliated schools requiring no in-person gatherings. All participants in both 

groups needed to be 18 or older. Some participants met the criteria for both groups and, 

therefore, were able to make contributions to the study as leaders and learners. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

Considering the study's findings, limitations, and delimitations placed on the study, I 

make the following recommendations and directions for future studies. During the recruitment of 

participants, it became clear that the data-collecting methods were problematic for the youngest 

college students regarding the perceived time commitment and personal effort it would take to be 

included. In a future study, one might consider a quantitative approach while utilizing brief 

surveys and questionnaires that would take less time to complete and may be less intimidating to 

younger participants. Based on the findings of this study, it is my informed opinion that different 

age groups experience feelings of social isolation and its corresponding problems uniquely. As 
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Participant 13 brought out in their interview, "[Students] are very sensitive at the undergraduate 

level. They are very sensitive to connectivity with other human being. They are perfectly okay if 

it is online, but they want to have a level of communication that far surpasses the expectation of 

an older student oftentimes." Therefore, future studies should recruit participants from differing 

age groups using methods that appeal to those age groups and perform the study to ascertain the 

effects of social isolation on those in remote learning. 

Secondly, after further examination of the outcomes of the study and its corresponding 

thematic evidence, I recommend that a new qualitative study be made regarding innovative 

online approaches to extracurricular activities. Though participants were agreeable and amenable 

to offering online extracurriculars, all of the participants in this study had yet to personally 

experience or offer an example of an online equivalent to clubs, sports, fine arts performances, 

online lounges, and food courts. In speaking of these extracurriculars, Participant 12 stated that 

"there are online parallels to all of those kinds of things if you choose them." The study revealed 

that these are the places that in-person campuses offer to create spaces for students and staff to 

naturally gather and interact with one another. These environments must be reimagined for the 

online frontier of education. One Participant referred to online education as the "wild-west" of 

AGUSA schools of higher education, meaning there is still a lot to learn and new things to 

discover. I recommend a new qualitative study that focuses on discovering these online 

environments so that they can be applied where needed in AGUSA schools. 
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Conclusion 

The preceding transcendental phenomenological study examined the lived experiences of 

17 highly qualified and purposefully chosen participants who have taught and taken online 

courses at AGUSA schools of higher learning. The primary focal point of the study was to see 

how online education may impede formal and informal pathways to academic persistence and 

social integration within academic performance, extracurricular activities, faculty and staff 

relations, and peer-group interactions. Moreover, this phenomenological research exposes the 

emotional and educational influences of social isolation caused by online/remote learning and 

how those at AGUSA schools may form strategies to overcome these relational barriers. The 

thematic and empirical data agree with the results of the data gleaned through one-on-one 

interviews, group chats, and journal entries from the participants. The culmination of these 

findings concurs that healthy online academic environments are built upon the principles of 

strong social integration. These ideals include administrators who equip and empower their 

teams, supportive and available professors, user-friendly learning tools, emotional and spiritual 

support structures, and extracurricular activities. According to the findings, these elements 

coalesce to strengthen the academic performance and social integration of the student and the 

professional satisfaction of the professor. The research suggests that the most important element 

that threads through all of these principles is personal, open, honest, and timely communication 

from three parties. These groups include administration, professors, and students. The data is 

conclusive. All three parties have particular responsibilities about communication. If one fails to 

uphold their part, academic performance and social integration break down for the student, and 

professional satisfaction for the professor suffers. Future research that targets explicitly different 
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generations and how they view the content of the study is suggested, along with efforts to 

discover new methods for online extracurricular activities. 
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