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Abstract 

Attrition in education has been a subject of interest for decades, gaining importance 

with the introduction of online learning. This change shifted language learning from the 

physical classroom to an online environment as a way to reach a wider audience, and lower 

financial costs ς particularly with adult learners and their professional development. However, 

this increase in numbers also raised new concerns over student attrition and retention.  

This study ς written in the context of lifelong learning (Weise, 2020; Sanchez, 2017) 

and adult theories (Bélanger and Chen, 2014; Trotter, 2006) and grounded online language 

learning (Pujolà, 2001; Weasenforth et al., 2002. Bailey et al., 2021), is conducted within the 

context of current policy to understand the English language courses examined in light of the 

courses characteristics and offer (Royal Decree 789/2015, September 4). Considering this, 

understanding the specific context in which this research happens is paramount.  

The identified theoretical gap stems from the understanding of student behaviour 

within retention and attrition offered by early theorists ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ {ǇŀŘȅΩǎ όмфтлύ ƻǊ ¢ƛƴǘƻΩǎ 

(1975, 1993), and later contributions from Rovai (2003) or tŀǊƪΩǎ όнллтύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƎŀǇ warrants the 

need to reconceptualise the retention and attrition issue ς including its terminology. In 

response, this study proposes discontinuers as a new category of student, and aims at 

understanding the causes leading to discontinuation in online language learning.  

This case study uses a mixed methods approach with data collected from secondary 

sources (e.g., attendance records); and primary sources (two questionnaires completed by 50 

students; and 15 interviews with stakeholders involved in the course provision), offering a 

holistic approach of the issue. SPSS and NVivo were used for data analysis. 

Obtained findings provide an insight of the different parameters that influence student 

discontinuation, and contribute to the debate of persistence and attrition. The study 

concludes by means of a model, that it is rarely one factor alone, but rather a combination of 

causes that lead to studentǎΩ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ discontinue in online educational contexts 

understood as a system. It determines that student behaviour begins to shape even before 

they start training, and that factors identified at that pre-course stage develop and trigger 

others as students go through the course and complete it.  

The study culminates by offering recommendations for policy and practice to reduce 

discontinuation rates in online training provision (e.g. student support, or understanding of 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǘƻ ŀŘƧǳǎǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ); and, specific recommendations for online 

language courses (e.g. practicing all language skills or a certificate of attainment). 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

This chapter presents an introduction to persistency and attrition, and describes the 

context where this research takes place. It also presents the aims and research questions, 

alongside an introduction to the methodological background and the thesis structure.  

1.1 The Persistency and Attrition Dilemma 

Online learning is said to be the fastest growing area in education in terms of the 

number of students and the revenue generated by the industry (Carr, 2000; Lee, Choi and Kim, 

2013). The current situation created by the Covid-19 pandemic is now pushing this sector to 

grow faster than ever (Shou, 2022; Wangenge-Ouma and Kupe, 2022); and it seems clear that 

online provision of content is here to stay (Christensen, Horn, Caldera and Soares, 2011). 

Despite the increasing success in numbers, one of the main setbacks it experiences is the 

amount of drop outs experienced by this type of education every year (Rovai, 2003; Bowden, 

2008; Kreideweis, 2005; Park, 2007; Park et al., 2009), and even more so, if online courses are 

compared to face-to-face (F2F) courses (Clay, Rowland and Packard, 2009). These high rates 

of attrition do not only apply to Higher Education (HE) institutions as the literature vastly 

explores, they also account for corporate online programmes, where up to 70% of adult 

learners enrolled fail to complete their courses (Meister, 2002). 

In online education, one of the main challenges is retaining learners. A number of 

studies have shown that the higher number of dropouts takes place in online settings, and not 

so much in other scenarios (Hiltz, 1997; Park, et al., 2009; Phipps and Merisotis, 1999). Many 

ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎ ŀƎǊŜŜ ǿƛǘƘ /ŀǊǊΩǎ ƛŘŜŀǎ ǿƘŜƴ ǎƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƪŜŜǇƛƴƎ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ŀǎ 

one of the main weaknesses in online education (CarǊΣ нлллΤ hΩ.ǊƛŜƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нллнύΦ 

{ǘǳŘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŀǘǘǊƛǘƛƻƴ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ŀǎ ŜŀǊƭȅ ŀǎ ƛƴ мфслΩǎΣ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘΣ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ ƭŀŎƪŜŘ ŦƻŎǳǎ ŀƴŘ 

were often contradictory in nature (Knoell, 1960). Six years later, Marsh (1966) was the first 

to attempt a theory based on factors that could help prevent students leaving educational 

settings, which since then, has become a challenge for academics and institutions alike. More 

recently, Hart (2012) examined factors associated with the ability of students to persist on an 

online course. She divided her findings in studies that focused on factors that were positively 

related to student success (e.g. Bunn, 2004; Harrell and Bower, 2011; Kemp, 2002; Levy, 2007); 

and, those interfering with success and with Ƙƻǿ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ ǊŜƭŀǘŜ ǘƻ Ŏƻǳrse and 

programme completion (e.g. Holder, 2007; Müller, 2008; Park and Choi, 2009). The present 

study takes a different approach, starting with a different understanding of learning, viewed 

as a system (Moore and Kearsley, 2012). In this system, I explore factors for student 
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discontinuation in online corporate training (CT) courses in non-regulated language courses in 

Spain. These are called non-regulated because there is no policy regarding content or delivery. 

In short, there is no regulation as to what can be included and how the course is to be 

delivered and assessed.   

The issue of student attrition gained importance for institutions once programmes of 

study started using persistence as a measure of programme effectiveness (Rovai, 2003); 

meaning that, if there is a low number of leavers, the programme is considered effective; 

whereas if the number of individuals leaving the course is high, the programme rends 

ineffective (Ibid.). When it comes to online education, it is advisable to carefully interpret this 

idea of effectiveness, because of the exceptional of its characteristics and its students (Diaz, 

2002; Park et al., 2009). Some argue that in online educational settings, a high number of 

dropouts does not necessarily have a direct correlation with the success of an academic 

programme (Ibid.). On the other side of the argument, CŀǊǊ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨƳŀƴȅ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƻǊǎ ƛƳǇƭȅ 

that the observed high drop rates should disqualify online education as a high-quality optionΩ 

(2000: 2). This idea is supported by Willging and Johnson (Willinging and Johnson, 2004: 105) 

who add that the quality of a programme ΨŎŀƴ ōŜ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜŘΣ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘΣ ōȅ ŎŀƭŎǳƭŀǘƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ 

completion rates, and these rates tend to bŜ ƭƻǿŜǊ ŦƻǊ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ŎƭŀǎǎŜǎΩ. There is also the belief 

that students who persist tend to express their satisfaction with their educational experience 

(as opposed to those students who are dissatisfied), and are very likely to enrol in the future 

(Diaz, 2002; Moody, 2004; Thomson, 1999; Levy, 2007). Therefore, student satisfaction might 

not say anything about the quality of the course per se; but it does in student retention. In 

addition to all arguments surrounding student persistency and attrition, education has to be 

cost-effective, and as such, departure rates are to be explained to company managers and 

executives (Alexander, 2002), as they mean the loss of financial gains. 

Several theories and frameworks have been used in an attempt to explain why 

students stay on or leave a course of study. Before entering this debate, I present the context 

where these courses take place. Significant amounts of quantitative research has been done 

in international contexts on student non-completion in HE. Nevertheless, there is less 

understanding of how and why students withdraw, which consequently means less qualitative 

studies. The Higher Education Academy in the Conference: Teaching in the Spotlight (July 

2018) emphasised the need to understand student attrition in the growing online industry, 

showing the recent concern on this subject amongst academics.  
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The research gap and the new categories identified in the retention and attrition 

phenomenon (continuers and discontinuers) are introduced in 1.3 The Issue: Aims and 

Research Questions. However, to understand where these new groups emerge from, it is 

essential to become familiar with the characteristics of the research context where this 

investigation took place. The coming section aims at providing an understanding of such 

context.  

1.2 Research Context 

This section presents a description of the context where this investigation took place, 

including location, nature of the training provided, an overview of the language levels, their 

corresponding requirements, the funding body and the digital learning platform (DLP).    

Despite the growing number of students enrolled in these courses, the context where 

this research takes place has not been the focus of a research study in the matter of 

discontinuation (Fundae, 2020). The growing concern found in the literature for studentsΩ 

attrition in HE and other educational contexts is now translated to CT; where the number of 

students who enrol on courses and discontinues amounts for a high percentage. This is shown 

in Appendix 1.  

This research takes place within a Human Resources company (The Company I - TCI) 

and a Language Academy (The Company II - TCII) (together called The Companies ς TCs) that 

operate in the Northwest of Spain. Both companies offer the same language services. I worked 

in the Training Department of TCI from 2013-18, and in TCII in 2011.  

This study focuses on the English language courses offered via the learning 

management system Moodle, with standardised content provided by Speexx, a corporate 

worldwide language training company. In this online platform, the DLP, students can find 

activities related to grammar, vocabulary and listening, which they are to do on their own 

following the timeline provided by the language coordinator (LC). These characteristics serve 

as an example of an anytime, anywhere educational scenario (Johnson, 2003), as students do 

not need to be connected at any given time (with the exception of the phone sessions), or in 

any specific location. The content cannot be modified by any other party, other than Speexx.  

At the time when the research was conducted, and in addition to the DLP, students 

had 15-minutes Phone Sessions (PSs) where they conversed with a tutor via Skype or 

telephone. These PSs took place on weekly basis at a specific time and on a specific day ς 

usually the same every week. Students and staff needed to be on time, since the tutor would 

call one student after another, and delaying one call would mean delaying all students that 

https://www.speexx.com/
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come after, or cutting sessions short. Students can choose to change the time and day of the 

PS if they inform the LC 24-hours before their allocated PS. Failing to do so results in the 

student losing their chaƴŎŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜŜƪΩǎ t{Φ LƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƻǊǎ Ŏŀƭƭ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΣ with students not being 

able to call instructors. These PSs offer one-to-one linguistic support to learners, and an 

opportunity to put into practice the content learnt in the DLP by means of a controlled 

scenario, or a non-specific content conversation. If the 15-minutes are used for linguistic 

support, that week there is no conversational practice. t{ǎΩ ŀǘǘŜƴŘŀƴŎŜ is voluntary and 

complementary. Students can successfully complete the course without attending the PSs.  

Although courses at both companies place students in levels following the guidelines 

of the Common European Framework of References for Languages (CEFR, 2001), from A1 to 

C2, there is no regulation for these language courses in terms of content, nor do they follow 

any official standard or guidelines. Regarding the levels, after the level A1, they are divided as 

follows: A2.1, A2.2, B1.1, B2.2, and so on.  

Courses last 34 weeks. Each week students are allocated a lesson to complete, and 

every three lessons there is an evaluation. To successfully complete a level, learners have to 

pass 75% of evaluationsΦ 9Ǿŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƛƳ ŀǘ ƳŜŀǎǳǊƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƎŀƛƴŜŘ knowledge every 

three weeks, assessing the attainment levels of the student on the content of those three 

lessons. Completing course content is not necessary for course completion, as students can 

skip directly to evaluations.  

Learners have to complete a minimum of 110 hours on the DLP as the second 

requirement for successful course completion. This requirement came into place in the 

academic year starting 2017/18 ς when data was collected, being established as a mandatory 

requirement ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ Ŧunding body. The time spent in the PSs does not count 

toward the 110 hours. Failing to spend the required number of hours on the platform results 

in students not passing their course, with the corresponding consequences for the 

organisations hiring these courses and/or the students, presented later in this section.  

Student-participants must be in full employment ς as an essential requirement to enrol 

on these courses. Enrolment always takes place through the corporation employing student-

workers (Fundae, 2021). Considering the characteristics of students taking part in these 

courses, they are considered non-traditional (Bean and Metzner, 1985; Rovai, 2003). In light 

of the audience, it can be said that this research fits in the framework of lifelong learning, and 

thus, in adult learning theories (Chen, 2014; Bélanger, 2011; Sánchez, 2017). More 
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particularly, those that consider the implications for online instruction such as Trotter (2006) 

due to the online nature of these courses.  

All courses are (indirectly) funded via public funds based on the principle of lifelong 

learning (McCombs, 1991; Field, 2000; Weise, 2020; Sánchez, 2017) through the FUNDAE 

(Fundación Estatal para la Formación en el Empleo ς Spanish Training System for 

Employment). The Spanish central government aims at providing the national workforce with 

new competences adding to their skill set. The FUNDAE, aims at providing people with the 

skills needed in the current ever changing working environment, and with the competences 

and knowledge they required throughout their professional lives (Act 30/2015). Due to the 

characteristics of this funding, and the context where it takes place, these courses qualify as 

CT (Tahir, 2002). The way these courses are funded is a representation of the idea of the 

European Union to contribute to professional development and adult learning. In the 

development of this research, the European agenda for adult learning established as a target 

that by 2020, 15% of adults aged 25ς64 should be taking part in adult education, as included 

in the European Framework for Education and Training 2020 (Council of the European Union, 

2009). This direction set out by the European Union provides this research with even more 

relevance due to the connection of the investigated language courses to this idea of long life 

learning. 

This direction set out by the European Union after the programme was delivered and 

the data of this research collected, provides this research with even more relevance due to 

the connection of the investigated language courses to this idea of long life learning.  

There are certain requirements for a course to be funded with public resources. First, 

the firm hiring the training has to pay for the course in advance to TCs. When students 

ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ ǘƘŜ Ŏƻǎǘ ƛǎ ǎǳōǘǊŀŎǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊƳΩǎ ǘŀȄŜǎΣ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘΣ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊƳ ŘƻŜǎ 

not pay for the course fees ς the central government is the one that ultimately funds this 

training. Secondly, the firm only benefits from the government funding if the student 

successfully completes the course, fulfilling both requirements (passing 75% of the 

evaluations and completing a minimum of 110 hours on the DLP). In case a student does not 

meet one of the requirements, the corporation students work for must cover the training costs 

of that employee. Corporations offer these courses to their students free of charge on the 

condition that they will successfully fulfil the course requirements. In case they do not do so, 

students can be asked to pay for the training received.  

https://www.fundae.es/


6 
 

LCs, employed by TCs, are tasked with the administration, follow up and technical 

ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ. They oversee:  

- providing students with access usernames and passwords;  

- demonstrating students the DLPs features;  

- ŀƭƭƻŎŀǘƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ weekly times for the PSs in coordination with the tutor, and 

rescheduling those when cancellations take place;  

- reminding students of key progress and dates; and,  

- monitoring stǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 5[t ŀƴŘ ŀǘǘŜƴŘŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ t{ǎ.  

TCs also work with a recruiter to liaise with different corporations, institutions and 

other organisations to seek students. This recruiter, also employed by TCs, introduces the 

training they offer to other firms in search for new students. It is also the recruiter who 

explains the training requirements to potential candidates. The person who supervises the 

overall training process (from recruitment to student completion) is the Training Managing 

Director (TMD) ς who also works for TCs. This person decides on key elements of the training 

offered such as the content provider, support, or, teaching staff recruitment and staff 

allocations. This person ultimately makes decisions involving the development of the courses, 

and even whether courses are to continue or not. The TMD is also in contact with the Human 

Resources Directors (HRDs) of organisations hiring the courses, to provide them with 

ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎΦ Lastly, a Language Tutor (LT) delivers the PSs and 

assists with language-related support issues. 

TC staff Participants from firms hiring language services 

Recruiters Students  

TMDs HRDs 

LTs 

LCs 

Table 1.1: Stakeholders involved in providing and receiving the training 

Within this context, the DLP acts as the foundation for teaching where the vocabulary, 

audio and grammar content is included. As such, its content and features are presented next.  

1.2.1 The Digital Learning Platform  

The DLP uses the content provided by Speexx. The information presented in this 

section is taken from the Speexx website and a demo from Speexx for the level A1, illustrating 
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what students see. It aims at providing an overview of the information students work with, 

and of the main teaching tool at sǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŘƛǎǇƻǎŀƭΦ  

Speexx does not establish their teaching and learning approach or method as part of 

the information provided on their website, therefore, this description also serves as means to 

establish the teaching method employed. 

Figure 1.1. presents what the platform looks like upon logging in with the username 

and password as part of a generic course. This design changes slightly depending on the 

company they work with. 

 

Figure 1.1: View of Speexx homepage 

The blue tab at the top shows ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ progress when completing activities, showing 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳ ƛǎ ŘƛǾƛŘŜŘ ƛƴ ŦƛǾŜ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΥ όмύ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΣ όнύ ƎǊŀƳƳŀǊΣ 

(3) pronunciation, (4) video and (5) community; making it visual and easy to access. The 

community function (5) is disabled for students on the investigated courses. Instead, they 

have an internal forum where only people working for the same corporations and on the same 

level have access due to data protection regulations.  

When entering the business section, there is a top displayable menu containing the 

different topics related to business (Appendix 2, Figure 1.2). Activities presented in this 
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business section work on vocabulary in the shape of reading-writing drills (Figure 1.3), 

listening-writing drills (Figure 1.4), fill the gap ς with provided answers drills (Figure 1.5); 

grammar in the shape of word order drills (Figure 1.6), and multiple-choice listening drills 

(Figure 1.7), (Appendix 2). 

The grammar section also contains a display menu with the content included (Figure 

1.8). It also contains some grammatical explanations within each activity, depending on the 

content of each activity. This grammar theory cannot be downloaded or retrieved together ς 

learners have to open these explanations within each activity. Explanations are presented in 

the target language ς English. Figure 1.9 and Figure 1.10 provide examples, also showing an 

overview of the initial instructions, and then the grammar provided for that particular activity. 

Activities within the grammar section comprise: fill the gaps with the words provided (Figure 

1.11), changing the word category (Figure 1.12), multiple choice (Figure 1.13), or fill the gap 

(Figure 1.14) (Appendix 2).  

The pronunciation section uses a speech recognition software to help students with 

articulation and accent. The activity provides students with a sentence, and they have to read 

it after clicking on the microphone symbol. Under the written sentence, there are some white 

bars that show different colours as the student reads the sentence. These bars and colours 

ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŦŜŜŘōŀŎƪ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜΥ ƎǊŜŜƴ ŦƻǊ ΨƎƻƻŘΩΣ ŘŀǊƪ ȅŜƭƭƻǿ ŦƻǊ Ψƴƻǘ ƎƻƻŘΩΣ ǊŜŘ for 

ΨǇƻƻǊΩΣ ŀƴŘ ōƭŀƴƪ ŦƻǊ ΨŎƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ƘŜŀǊ (Appendix 2, Figure 1.15 and Figure 1.16). 

When accessing the video section, students find a display menu on the right-hand side 

where they can pick a subject to work on. Once the subject is selected, a video and several 

multiple-choice questions are displayed on the left-hand side of the screen (Figure 1.17). This 

is a way for students to work on their listening-comprehension skills ς with videos from 

different websites such as The New York Times, Euronews, etc. 

As previously mentioned, the community section is not explored since this is not 

present in the investigated courses. 

Concerning feedback on vocabulary or grammar exercises, when students complete 

their answers, there is an orange button at the bottom of the page that provides automated 

reactions. When students answer correctly 60% or over, the software offers positive feedback: 

well done! If it is between 60-90% score, and very good! If it is between 90-100% score. The 

obtained percentage appears in green. Students are responsible to complete all activities. The 

software does not draw them back to uncompleted activities, these would simply appear as 

not completed.  
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Similarly, the platform encourages students to continue onto the next activity by 

highlighting in orange the button at the bottom of the screen saying Next (Appendix 2, Figure 

1.18 and Figure 1.19). 

When activities are completed in chronological order and the learner obtains a 

percentage higher than 60%, the software displays the progression visually in the content 

menu at the top (Appendix 2, Figure 1.2). However, when the order is altered, the content 

menu at the top fails to display this correctly (Figure 1.2). This hinders access to incomplete 

activities, as platform users have to either remember what activities they have completed, or, 

access them one by one.  

If the score is below 60%, the score will appear in dark yellow and students are asked 

to repeat the activity (try again!), not allowing them to move onto the next activity unless 

participants go back to the main menu display at the top (Appendix 2, Figure 1.20). 

Regarding information on performance and development accessible for platform 

users, the DLP shows overall scores from all completed activities, total time spent in the 

platform, and course duration (star and end-dates) ς on the home screen (Appendix 2, Figure 

1.21). 

Student support is provided via automated software. There is a Help button on the 

right-hand side of the corner of the screen, where, by means of key words, participants have 

access to automated written instructions (Appendix 2, Figure 1.22 and Figure 1.23). Further 

assistance is provided on the link at the bottom of the page called: Support (Figure 1.24). 

Figure 1.25 offers an overview of the support provided on the display of that link, providing 

general information on language training, including the system requirements for the adequate 

functioning of the interface depending on the device used. All help offered on the platform is 

automated ς no human support.  

These are the features this DLP offers. Although there is no specification as to what 

the purpose of the course is, with no description of learning objectives or learning goals, the 

content offered is clearly oriented toward business, with an entire section dedicated to it, and 

with grammar and vocabulary exercises oriented toward business. Similarly, videos and news 

used are primarily connected to the world of business and finance.  

The dates on the news articles and the videos show up to date content (including 

articles from 2019 and 2020) from (primarily) American sources and contexts. News articles 

include authorship, unlike grammar and vocabulary exercises.  
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Video files do not offer the option of British or American English, and when accessing 

activities in the grammar or the business section, there appears to be no possibility to choose 

between British or American English.  

To successfully complete a course, students only have to pass the evaluations ς not 

included in this demo because these are company specific, and access to that information was 

ƴƻǘ ƎǊŀƴǘŜŘΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ Ŏŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 5[tǎΩ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ 

a requirement. 

In light of the information presented in this section, it can be established that the 

teaching and learning approach is based on cognitivist perspectives (Piaget, 1936/1952) of 

instructional design, primarily grounded on the structural learning theory (Scandura, 1973, 

1976). Regarding the teaching method employed, this DLP mainly contains traits of the 

audiolingual (Mei, 2018; Mart, 2013) and the direct method (Donaldson, 1922; Mahmud and 

Ulya, 2021), due to the nature of the included activities: grammar and vocabulary activities 

presented all in the target language, with an emphasis on the repetition of drills until the 

learner shows a score that suggests knowledge acquisition. Because the core of activities 

provided on this DLP focuses on grammar and vocabulary, the grammar-translation method 

is also considered in the design.  

1.3 The Issue: Aims and Research Questions 

The matter of student retention has been of interest for researchers for decades 

(Braxton, 2002; Berge and Huang, 2004; Smith, 2006), although, it has mostly been researched 

within the context of HE (e.g., Spady, 1970; Tinto, 1975; Adelman, 1999; Braxton and Hirschy, 

2005; Seidman, 2005; Marsh, 2014; Bawa, 2016). Persistence is an issue of growing 

importance not only for online environments, but also F2F (Carr, 2000; Frankola, 2001; Diaz, 

2002; Rovai, 2003; Braxton and Hirschy, 2005; Levy, 2007; Clay, Rowland and Packard, 2009).  

Several theories of student retention have been developed up to this day, trying to 

identify, analyse and test factors affecting student retention. Most models were developed 

with the school, college or university setting in mind, leaving corporate training and the idea 

of lifelong learning aside. Similarly, language learning has never been used to test attrition or 

retention theories, something to account for in light of the special characteristics of language 

learning. More have been established for online training recently, primarily by adapting results 

that led to previous models to online learning settings (Berge et al., 2004; Lee and Choi, 2011), 

and providing empirical testing of existing factors (Levy, 2007; García Teske, 2007; Park and 
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Choi, 2009; Street, 2010; Lee, Choi and Kim, 2013; Villarreal et al., 2011; Shaw, Burrus and 

Ferguson, 2016; Hedge, 2013; Shaw, 2016).  

Opposed to student retention, Garrison (1987) reviewed dropouts in distance 

Education (DE) and highlighted five methodological concerns. Since then, many studies were 

conducted with the aim of determining the factors that relate to drop out in distance-learning 

both empirically and conceptually (WǳƴΣ нллрΤ hΩ/ƻƴƴƻǊΣ {ŎŜƛŦƻǊŘΣ ²ŀƴƎΣ CƻǳŎŀǊ-Szocki and 

Griffin, 2003; Willging and Johnson, 2004); with others establishing theoretical frameworks 

(Cabrera, Castaneda, Nora and Hengstler, 1992; Kember, 1989; Packham, Jones, Miller and 

Thomas, 2004; Rovai, 2003; Park, 2007). All studies aimed at understanding and preventing 

this issue. 

Attrition  models that developed through the years set the foundation for this 

investigation. These models show a lack of categorisation within the issue of student 

persistency and attrition, and allow me to conclude ƛƴ ŀƎǊŜŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ aŀƴȅŀƴƎŀ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΩǎ 

perspective ǘƘŀǘ ΨƎŜƴeralisations about retention can be misleading due to the uniqueness of 

ŜŀŎƘ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΣ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎŀƭƭȅΣ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭƭȅ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊǿƛǎŜΩ όнлмтΥ 31), as will become apparent 

in coming sections (2.1 Redefining Terminology and 5.1 The Terminological Debate). Because 

of this lack of a clear categorisation, it is difficult to determine if authors are, in fact, examining 

the same issue (DeRemer, 2002) in the same or a similar context. This identified terminological 

gap is further explored in the Literature Review (2.1 Redefining Terminology) and in the 

Discussion chapters (5.1 The Terminological Debate), allowing this study to contribute toward 

a more defined categorisation of the attrition phenomenon, where I identify two distinct 

groups of students: continuers and discontinuers. These are understood as another level in 

the retention and attrition matter.  

Therefore, this research emerges from:  

- The under-conceptualisation in the persistency and attrition phenomenon (2.1 

Redefining Terminology and 5.1 The Terminological Debate). 

- The idea that generalising when it comes to persistency and attrition can be 

misleading due to the uniqueness of each academic context (Manyanga et al., 

2017). 

- The high number of students discontinuing in the observed training providers 

(Appendix 1).   

- The lack of understanding of the factors affecting student discontinuation (Berge 

et al., 2004; Lee and Choi, 2011; Levy, 2007; García Teske, 2007; Park and Choi, 
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2009; Street, 2010; Lee, Choi and Kim, 2013; Villarreal et al., 2011; Shaw, Burrus 

and Ferguson, 2016; Hedge, 2013; Shaw, 2016). 

The literature does not show a difference between dropouts and discontinuers, and 

does not examine discontinuers at any point in history. Similarly, in the investigated context, 

no student abandoned the course at any point for the duration of the course, instead, they 

left once they completed the level they were studying (Appendix 1). This is why this study 

reviews retention and attrition models, to apply them to the new categorisation of student: 

continuers and discontinuers in the first instances of the literature review.  

1.3.1 Aims and Research Questions 

This exploratory study aims at understanding the factors that influence students to 

discontinue from online English learning courses in CT in Spain.  

Studying and working at a distance has been widely accepted in the last decade, 

however, in the year 2020 it gained even more relevance due to the circumstances created by 

the Covid-19 pandemic. It must be said that the changes that emerged from the pandemic or 

the situation created by these new circumstances are not taken into account in this research 

because the data collection took place before Covid-19; however, it has increased access to 

online training services, and therefore, it is something to be accounted for in future 

investigations. The need for distance training is growing, reason why it is essential to 

understand why students decide to discontinue their learning. To that, this research aims at: 

- Providing a new categorisation within the issue of retention and attrition, to better 

uƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊǎΦ  

- Understanding the studied context from the perspectives of all participants 

involved.  

- tǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ŀ ƳƻŘŜƭ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ 

discontinue from their online language learning.  

It is evident by the extensive body of knowledge that student attrition has been and 

continues to be a concerning matter. The dependency of factors to each context has been a 

ƘƛƎƘƭƛǘŜŘ ƛǎǎǳŜΥ ΨƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǊŜǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ƳƛǎƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǳƴƛǉǳŜƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ 

ŜŀŎƘ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΣ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎŀƭƭȅΣ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭƭȅ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊǿƛǎŜΩ όaŀƴȅŀƴƎŀ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлмтΥ омύΦ ¢ƻ 

achieve the abovemenǘƛƻƴŜŘ ƎƻŀƭǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ƭƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ aŀƴȅŀƴƎŀ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΩǎ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘΣ this study asks 

the following primary question:  

- What influences discontinuity in adult workers in CT online language courses in 

Spain?  
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The type of audience these courses are aimed at are non-traditional, meaning that 

ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻƳŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ŜƴǊƻƭ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜǎΦ .Ŝŀƴ ŀƴŘ aŜǘȊƴŜǊΩǎ 

Model of Non-traditional Student Attrition (1985) highlighted ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ 

needs and motivations to enrol as a stronƎ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŀƴǘ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǾŜ ƻǊ ǎǘŀȅΦ 

{ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƴeeds and motivations were not discussed in earlier models such as Spady (1970) 

or Tinto (1975), although it appears to be a common denominator in retention and attrition 

models in later years (Wang et al., 2003; Moody, 2004; Packham et al., 2004; Herbert, 2006; 

Park, 2007; Park and Choi, 2009; Street, 2010; Lee et al., 2013; Shaw et al., 2016), with 

individuals presenting a variety of reasons to study another language, and different groups 

requiring different motivation strategies to enrol and continue onto a language course 

(Kormos and Csizér, 2008). .ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƴŜǿ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀƴŘ 

ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ŀƭƛƎƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎΩ ƻŦŦŜǊΣ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƳƻǘƛǾŜǎ ǘƻ ŜƴǊƻƭ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ the 

starting point to answer the primary question following the first steps taken by Chyung (2001) 

and later continued by Shaw et al. (2016).   

Resulting from the approach of this research that understands education as a system 

steming from Moore and Kearsley (2012), the last two secondary questions posed relate to 

the different points of view regarding the issue of discontinuation. Previous studies present a 

narrow approach of the issue of retention and attrition because they explore the matter from 

the perspective of students, from an administrative point of view or considering certain 

environmental variables (Spady, 1970; Tinto, 1975; 1993; Bean and Metzner, 1985; Kember, 

1995; Parker, 1999; Osborn, 2001; Rovai, 2003; Packham et al., 2004; Park, 2007; Street, 2010; 

Hedge, 2013ύΦ hƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǊȅΣ L ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎƛŘŜ όǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŀƴŘ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ǎǘŀŦŦ 

perspective) and the outside (stakeholders), because it is understood that all agents play a 

role, and are equally significant in interaction amongst participants and with the course (Saba, 

2003). The intention is to provide a holistic approach where all points of views are included, 

and therefore, the opportunity to contrast viewpoints.  

In light of the arguments provided in this section, and the gaps and tendencies 

identified in the exploration of the retention and attrition matter, the subsidiary questions are 

the following:  

¶ What are the motives students enrol on these courses?  

¶ In which way do learner perceptions of the course features impact 

discontinuity?  

¶ What is the impact of stakeholders in discontinuity? 
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To answer these questions and to further support the establishment of those as the 

subsidiary questions and the main research question, the next two chapters present a 

review of the theoretical framework surrounding the issue of attrition and retention 

(Chapter 2. Literature Review), and the employed methodology (Chapter 3. Methodology).  

1.4 Theoretical and Methodological Framework 

This study is grounded within the retention and attrition models presented in Chapter 

2. Literature Review, however, two theoretical models have been mostly considered in 

establishing and designing this study: wƻǾŀƛ όнллоύΣ ŀƴŘ tŀǊƪ όнллтύΦ tŀǊƪΩǎ όPark, 2007) 

framework re-considered RovaiΩǎ ƳƻŘŜƭΣ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘƛƴƎ ǾŀǊƛŀōƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ factors within a different 

structure. In conclusion, and although the nature and design of the current study is more 

exploratory, the assumǇǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘǎ ƻŦ tŀǊƪΩǎ ƳƻŘŜƭ όPark, 2007) ς ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘƛƴƎ wƻǾŀƛΩǎ 

ideas (Rovai, 2003), provide the theoretical lens to assist during the design and the structure 

of the data collection, its analysis and presentation.   

1.5 Thesis Structure 

This thesis is divided in five chapters: 

- Chapter 1. Introduction: serves as an introduction where the aims, context, and an 

overview of the study are presented together with the research questions. 

- Chapter 2. Literature Review: contains the literature review, focusing the study 

within the literature around retention and attrition models, English language study 

theories, and CT.  

- Chapter 3. Methodology: explains the methodological approach, including the 

ontological and epistemological viewpoints, ethical considerations, the sample, the 

research design, the data collections tools and the data analysis.  

- Chapter 4. Results Analysis: presents the obtained results. 

- Chapter 5. Discussion: includes the discussion, led by tŀǊƪΩǎ όPark, 2007) 

framework, the research question, and guided by the research sub-questions.  

- Chapter 6. Conclusions: presents the thesis argument arising from this study, 

implications for policy and practice, limitations, and next steps.   
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Chapter 2. Literature Review 

 This literature review presents the theoretical background for the present research. It 

contains three main blocks: One relates to terminology, clarifying the claim of the lack of 

conceptualisation around the subject of attrition; the second block reviews the retention 

models and factors within those; and the third one relates to language study, focusing on 

distance-learning environments, CT, and the understanding of distance-learning as a system.  

 This literature review provides a critical look at existing research that is significant to 

the work that the three main blocks of theory present. The aim of this literature review was 

to provide a terminological review of the terms used to address the different issues explored 

in this research, to allow the reader an understanding of what it is meant by named terms and 

provide clarity. Additionally, this review of the literature provides background information on 

the topic of (dis)continuation, framing it in the specific characteristics of the audience of 

corporate training and language learning.  

 The research strategy was developed around the Retention and Attrition Models. The 

reading of the different models led to the conclusion that there is a lack of consistency in the 

terminology used (Hart, 2012) to address the retention and attrition matter. This lack of 

consistency and the different terms employed to describe the same idea or scenario does not 

allow for comparability. It is because of this linguistic turmoil that this literature review starts 

by setting the foundation for the rest of this writing. I aim at providing clarity on the different 

terms used, as well as a reason for the choice of terms based on definitions provided by other 

scholars, and the need to coin new terms to describe new evolving scenarions. This will be 

further discussed in the Redefining Terminology section.  

Different retention and attrition models are explored in this chapter. The decision of 

what models to include was based on the impact those had in the understanding of retention 

and attrition; those that in later years related to the type of audience the context of this 

research explores; those that included online learning; and finally, the latest developments in 

the matter.  

In addition to the terminology and the models, this research presents a light-touch 

overview of ways to evaluate training programmes in CT, and some of the general 

characteristics of language related CT programmes and the theories behind CET study (Xie, 

2016). This section includes the different motivations for students to learn English, as this is 

considered the starting point to look at the attrition and retention dilemma: do students have 

a reason/s to enrol that alines with their decision to (dis)contine? Another motive to explore 
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the characteristics of CT language related programmes is because questionnaires and 

interviews are partially based around those features within CT language related courses; 

therefore, it is necessary to understand the theories around CT programme evaluation as well 

as language learning theories ς English. Because of the lack of sources found when exploring 

the evaluation of corporate training programmes dealing with language learning specifically, 

a section on English language study and its particular characteristics was included. The ability 

to use a different language is not like other skills that can be learnt once and then mastered. 

Language learning is a process that takes place over time, and therefore, the matter of 

(dis)continuity becomes even more relevant. This section on Language learning includes an 

overview of the different historical stages of the use of technology for language teaching since 

technology is the main conductor to deliver the studied courses.  

In short, this literature review aims at presenting the issue of retention and attrition 

as a system, displaying how all parts play a role ς attrition and retention models, language 

teaching and learning, online education, and corporate training. It offers a critical overview of 

existing research in the matter, establishing the importance of agreed terminology, and the 

lack of a single model that works for all contexts ς hence the need to keep exploring as an 

ongoing process.  

2.1 Redefining Terminology 

One of the main difficulties in the literature when it comes to addressing the issue of 

study is the lack of consistency in the terminology used (Hart, 2012). Despite the plethora of 

publications on this topic, the concepts and measurement tools to explore retention and 

attrition remain unclear and hold a noteworthy level of ambiguity (Hagedorn, 2006). Vincent 

Tinto, the most cited author on this issue, agrees that there are limits to our understanding of 

student departure when he asserts that the term dropout Ψƛǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ 

misused terms in our lexicon ƻŦ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƻǊǎΩ όмфутΥ 3). Equally so, others also 

agree that retention needs to be further complicated to consider new evolving situations and 

factors such as student educational goals, demographics, or others (Bean, 1990; Esteban et 

al., 2016; Lee, Choi and Kim, 2013; Villarreal et al., 2011; Herbert, 2006). 

There is no agreement amongst scholars in defining key terms in the attrition 

phenomenon, suggesting a lack of clear conceptualisation. This issue was identified as early 

as in 1971, when Alexander Astin (1971: 15) highlighted the concept of dropout as 

problematic: 
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Ψ¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨŘǊƻǇƻǳǘΩ ƛǎ ƛƳǇŜǊŦŜŎǘƭȅ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘΥ ǘƘŜ ǎƻ-called dropouts 

may ultimately become non-dropouts and vƛŎŜ ǾŜǊǎŀ όΧύΦ .ǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǎŜŜƳǎ 

ǘƻ ōŜ ƴƻ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ ǿŀȅ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘƛƭŜƳƳŀΥ ! ΨǇŜǊŦŜŎǘΩ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

dropouts versus non-dropouts could be achieved only when all of the 

students had either died without ever finishing college or had finished 

ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜΩΦ 

His words suggest that student mobility or indecisiveness generates situations where 

what is considered a dropout (a student who leaves the course previous to its completion) 

might eventually return and therefore become a non-dropout, thus disregarding any earlier 

ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŘŜŦƛƴŜ ƻǊ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛȊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ όIŀƎŜŘƻǊƴΣ нллсύΦ !ǎǘƛƴΩǎ ǿƻǊŘǎ 

become particularly relevant in the context of online language learning, since students might 

try different approaches to learning, different providers, platforms, language teachers, etc.  

When talking specifically about online training literature, a systematic literature review 

carried out by Park and Choi (2009) on online courses aimed at clarifying what is understood 

by dropout. In their research, they found that 37% of the studies (13 pieces) did not provide a 

clear definition of dropout from online courses as shown in Appendix 3. They also highlighted 

that although some of thŜ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ΨǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ŘǊƻǇ ƻǳǘΩΣ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ 

consistent with other pieces of work on the same field, making it difficult to compare studies. 

Park and Choi (2009) are not the only authors to claim that the lack of consistency in 

terminology when addressing this issue is problematic to clearly define the scope of the 

problem (DeRemer, 2002; Berge and Huang, 2004; Lee and Choi, 2010; Hart, 2012; 

Rostaminezhad et al., 2013; Manyanga et al., 2017).  

This lack of precision in terminology inevitably leads to Ψcontradictory findingsΩ 

(DeRemer, 2002: 11). In fact, this has raised questions about the validity of findings around 

this issue altogether (Hall, 2001; Wang, Foucar-{ȊƻŎƪƛΣ DǊƛŦŦƛƴΣ hΩ/ƻƴƴƻǊ ŀƴŘ {ŎŜƛŦƻǊŘΣ нллоύΣ 

as iǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎǎ ƻn retention and drop outs are, at best, fragmented, do not 

ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜ ƭƛƪŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƭƛƪŜ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ǳƴǊŜƭƛŀōƭŜ ŀƴŘκƻǊ ƳƛǎƭŜŀŘƛƴƎΩ ό{ƳƛǘƘΣ нллсΥ 74). 

Therefore, it seems clear that dropouts need to be categorised ς or re-categorised, and 

conceptualised ς or re-conceptualised, so authors can be more specific regarding the cohort 

being studied.  

The variability in student enrolment patters makes it difficult to label one student as a 

persister and another as a non-persister (Berge et al., 2004; Hagedorn, 2006). When the term 

persistence first emerged, it was used to refer to post-secondary students, and later to 
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traditional university students (Greer, 1980) as opposed to the wider meaning it carries today. 

Nowadays, the concept of persistence and other terms around it are much more complicated 

to define due to the wider scope (Park et al., 2010).  

Appendix 3 offers an overview of the definitions (or lack thereof) provided by existing 

literature on the issue of dropouts (see Appendix 3). This is a simple representation of the lack 

of consensus amongst academics when it comes to addressing the issue of retention or 

attrition, and therefore, reveals a gap in the way this issue has been studied so far: in smaller 

fragments. The number of authors addressing this issue without providing a definition is 

ample. The overview provided by Appendix 3 raises the question of how can we know that 

these authors are examining the same issue? (DeRemer, 2002). 

Because of this situation regarding definitions, it is challenging to decide which 

studies could be compared to ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΦ IŀƎŜŘƻǊƴΩǎ όнллсΣ нлмнύ ǘŀƭƪǎ ŀōƻǳǘ 

terminology in retention and dropout in HE. Her work is used to show the controversy and 

under-conceptualisation of this field. A persister, according to Hagedorn and other scholars 

ƛǎ Ψŀ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ǿƘƻ ŜƴǊƻƭǎ ƛƴ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ŜƴǊƻƭƭŜŘ ǳƴǘƛƭ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘƛƻƴΩΣ ǿƘŜǊŜŀǎ ŀ 

non-ǇŜǊǎƛǎǘŜǊ ƛǎ Ψŀ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ǿƘƻ ƭŜŀǾŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ŀƴŘ ƴŜǾŜǊ 

ǊŜǘǳǊƴǎΩ όнлмнΥ 2). Despite how easy it seems to understand these two opposite concepts, 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ǇŀǘƘǎ ŀǊŜΣ ƛƴ ƘŜǊ ƻǿƴ ǿƻǊŘǎ ΨǊŀǊŜƭȅ ǘƘƛǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ƻǊ ǎǘǊŀƛƎƘǘŦƻǊǿŀǊŘΩ όIbid., 2). 

Hagedorn presents these definitions for online courses in general, however, language 

learning begs the overall question: When is learning complete? And to answer that question, 

and to provide a milestone that would allow a definition, the present study understands the 

completion of this process when the final level (C2 on CEFR) is successfully accomplished. 

Table 2.1 presents the ten cases Hagedorn (2006, 2012) portrays in her work as some 

of the possibilities for what she calls: persister and non-persister. These exemplify the 

terminological complexity in this field. Table 2.1 illustrates this complexity, and these 

scenarios will be discussed in the Discussion Chapter (5.1 The Terminological Debate) as part 

of the contribution to knowledge of this study.  
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Table 2.1: possible scenarios for student departing-staying situation adapted from Hagedorn 

(2006: 2-3) 

Appendix 3 and Table 2.1, portray a need to redefine the way these different situations 

and students involved are named. It might be the case that new terminology needs to be 

coined to address this issue.  

To provide an overview, most used terms appearing in the literature are verbs such as: 

retain, persist, complete, and by association nouns such as: persister, completer, or on 

occasion, graduate. On the other hand, verbs such as: drop out, withdraw, stopout, and leave; 

and by association nouns such as: drop out, leaver, non-persister, withdrawer, stopout and 

non-completer (Spady, 1970; Tinto 1975; Bean and Metzner, 1985; Kember, 1989; Parker, 

1999; Osborn, 2001; Muilenburg and Berge, 2001; Chyung, 2001; Kemp, 2002; Cheung and 

Kan, 2002; Moore and Kearsley, 2003; Rovai, 2003; Packham et al., 2004; Park, 2007). 
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Considering the mixed definitions encountered for all these terms, I now clarify where 

my research focus lies. None of the definitions or scenarios encountered have tackled students 

who upon course completion, decide to not continue onto the next level. I have called this 

group of students: discontinuers, and by association, there are also continuers. Continuers are 

those students who complete their level, or stage, and then, move on to take the next level, 

or stage of their course or degree.  

In a simplistic way, retention ƛǎ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ ΨǎǘŀȅƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǳƴǘƛƭ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ 

ŘŜƎǊŜŜΩ όIŀƎŜŘƻǊƴΣ нлмнΥ 4) and drop out ŀǎ ΨƭŜŀǾƛƴƎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǇǊŜƳŀǘǳǊŜƭȅΩ όIbid., 5). Despite 

the lack of confusion provided by these explanations, the matter is not so simple, since some 

authors such as Liu, Gomez and Cherng-Jyh (2009) choose to define retention as the 

ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƳŀǊƪ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŀ ά/έ ŀƴŘ ŀƴ ά!έΣ ƛƴŦŜǊǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƘƻ ŘƛŘ 

not pass the course fall in the category of dropouts. Persistence ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ Ψŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ 

complete an online course despite the obstacles or adveǊǎŜ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎΩ όIŀǊǘΣ нлмнΥ 30), 

and a persisterΣ ŀ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ǿƘƻ ΨǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭƭȅ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜǎ ŀƴ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΩ όIbid., 30), being 

completer a synonym of persister (Ibid.). Rovai agrees with Hart in her definition, and adds to 

it when it applies to adult education, stating that persistence can then be defined in 

ŀƎǊŜŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ vǳƛƎƭŜȅ όмффтύ ΨǘƘŜ ƭŜƴƎǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƛƳŜ ŀƴ ŀŘǳƭǘ ŀǘǘŜƴŘǎ ŎƭŀǎǎŜǎΩ όwƻǾŀƛ нллоΥ 2).  

The table on Appendix 3 regarding the categorisation of dropouts shows several trends 

in the way academics choose to approach the definition of the issue. Several authors describe 

ǘƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ outcomes as seen above with Liu et al. (2009) (e.g., pass or fail; 

GPA average, etc.). Additionally, Cheung and Kan (2002), Woodley, De Lange and Tanewski 

(2001) Kemp (2002), Moore and Kearsley (2003), Morris, Finnegan and Wu (2005a) define 

dropouts as those students who failed or had to resit the course. As shown above, except for 

Cheung and Kan (2002), all other authors choose to address the issue by using other terms 

such as academic withdrawal or non-successful completers. Finnegan, Morris and Lee (2009) 

choose to call these students non-successful completers. Contrary to the opinion of these 

authors, Poellhuber, Chomienne and Karsenti (2008) believe that persistence is the 

completion of all required assignments and taking the final exam regardless of the final grade. 

Therefore, for them, a fail does not count as a dropout, similar to the definition in HE policy 

(Hillman, 2021).  

Another approach to the definition of persistence and attrition is taken by authors such 

as Morgan and Tam (1999), or Pigliapoco and Bogliolo (2008) who understand and define the 

issue ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ future enrolment, similar to the approach taken in this writing when 
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defining the different scenarios. For instance, for Pigliapoco and Bogliolo (2008) a dropout is 

a student who does not enrol at the end of one academic year ς coinciding with the 

understanding of the new category emerging from this study: discontinuer, highlighting the 

need for this research and the recategorisation of concepts. Morgan and TamΩǎ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻn 

(1999) coincides with that of Pigliapoco and BoglioloΩǎ όнллуύ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ōŜƛƴƎ 

the length needed to wait until the student enrols again ς one semester. Another timeline is 

that students become dropouts if they do not enrol for two consecutive semesters (Ibid.; 

Pierrakeas, Xeno, Panagiotakopoulos, and Vergidis, 2004; or Xenos, Pierrakeas, and Pintelas, 

2002). 

A different approach considers the stage in which students decide to leave. For 

example, Willging et al. (2004) consider a dropout as a student that would leave after the first 

course, therefore it does not seem clear what a student is considered if it is for instance, their 

second course. In the same vein, Shin and Kim (1999) contemplate that a dropout is a student 

who would not register after three consecutive terms, not taking into consideration those 

students who might return after this period.  

hǘƘŜǊ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΦ CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ 

Woodley et al. (2001) state that a dropout is that who is not awarded a credit because s/he 

has infringed some university regulation. Similarly, Ivankova and Stick (2007) suggest that a 

drop out is that who is terminated from the programme ς however, it is not clear what 

termination means, or who is responsible for that termination: the student or the institution.  

In other cases, the issue has been approached, or defined froƳ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ 

perspective. Frydenberg (2007) or Levy (2007) focuǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ ǘƻ 

withdraw, stating that a dropout is a student who decides to withdraw voluntarily. This is also 

the view of Finnegan et al. (2009), Ivankova and Stick (2007), Kemp (2002), Levy (2007), Moore 

and Kearsley (2003), Morris et al. (2005a), Castles (2004), or Perry et al. (2008) who add that 

the student leaves for reasons unrelated to the training provider or the academic 

requirements.  

Other authors provide a time period in which if students leave are considered 

dropouts. For example, Frydenberg (2007) states that they are considered dropouts if they 

leave prior to class start or class instruction, during the orientation week or after the 

orientation week. This, once more, does not seem to be very definite, because after the 

orientation week could potentially be that of their second year.  
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In light of all of the varied approaches presented, clearer and more precise definitions 

are needed. Most authors mentioned in this section define attrition in more than one way, 

including more than one perspective in their definition, which inevitably, makes the definition 

process challenging, and its study even more so. To attain a definition, the next section 

explores the differences in meaning and use of these terms in the literature.   

2.1.1 Definitions  

This section defines key terms, separating the different aspects of the issue of student 

attrition and retention, establishing the foundation of how this writing uses each term in the 

following pages. The defined terms are: retention, persistence, attainment, leaver, transfer, 

retaker, completer, successful student, attrition, student and institutional withdrawal, 

dropout, continuer and discontinuer.  

Certain definitions are more problematic than others. I begin by defining those that 

seem to have a more common understanding amongst scholars. Persistence and retention are 

usually used interchangeably in the literature; however, a differentiation must be made. 

Retention refers to an institutional measure, which means that only institutions can retain 

students (Hagedorn, 2006; Manyanga et al., 2017). Conversely, persistence refers to a student 

measure, which means that only students, and not institutions, can persist (Berge and Huang, 

2004; Hagedorn, 2006). In other words, institutions retain persisting students. Attainment has 

ōŜŜƴ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ōȅ aŀƴȅŀƴƎŀ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦ όнлмтΥомύ ŀǎ ΨǊŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛǊŜŘ Ǝƻŀƭ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ 

ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊ Ƙŀǎ ǿƻǊƪŜŘΩΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜȅ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ǎǇŜŎƛŦȅ ƛŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǇŀǎǎƛƴƎ ƻƴŜ ȅŜŀǊκŎƻǳǊǎŜκƭŜǾŜƭΣ 

etc. This has implications for language learning, since a studentΩǎ personal goal might be 

accomplished, but not the course, or all the necessary requirements, as per their own 

definition of completion. 

Contrary to the action of persisting, is the action of leaving, which is also understood 

as a student measure, meaning that only students can leave, and therefore be considered 

leavers. A leaver is that student who decides to abandon the training before completion. A 

transfer is a student who leaves an institution to enrol onto a different one. Enrolment can 

take place during the same academic year or the following; however, this student still needs 

to enrol in the same subject. A retaker is a student who decides, or, is required to repeat that 

same level in the following course or academic year. A completer is a student who stays on a 

course from beginning to end, although, might not pass the necessary evaluations. In contrast 

to a completer is the successful student, who completes all the requirements for the level, and 

successfully passes the necessary evaluations to advance to the following one.  
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Attrition, although less conflicting issue, also involves some disagreements. Grayson et 

al. (2003) claim that it could include those who: 

- Leave and tell the institution 

- Leave and do not tell the institution 

- Are required by the institution to leave 

- Take a break from studying but intend to return 

- Do not return from one year to another of a multi-level programme 

- Move from one institution to another to continue their studies 

Some of these cases have been previously reviewed, nevertheless, in this study, 

attrition involves all those cases where a student, for one reason or another, decides to 

abandon the training (Manyanga, 2017). This includes cases where students might go to a 

different institution (from the perspective of the departed institution), which as per above, 

qualifies as a transfer (attrition from the perspective of the institution where the student 

leaves, and as a transfer for the receiving institution). A student who does not return from one 

year to the next is included under the attrition umbrella, except when that student chooses 

to continue with the training at a later stage.  

The term withdrawal can be understood from the perspective of the student ς who 

abandons the training, or, from the institution ς who expels or lets go of a student. Both those 

scenarios qualify as withdrawal. To clarify those two points of view, the former is considered 

as student withdrawal, and the latter as institutional withdrawal.  

Despite the lack of agreement on what a dropout is, I try to simplify the definition. A 

dropout is understood as a student who leaves the course without completing all the training, 

despite their reasons, and who does not return at any point, nor transfers into another 

institution, nor pauses their studies for a period of time (Boshier, 1973; Berge and Huang, 

2004; Manyanga, 2017). This is a very similar definition to that of Hagedorn (2006), since she 

considers a dropout any student who would not complete a course within the same 

institution. Therefore, it could be said that a dropout and a leaver are synonyms.  

The last terms to be defined are continuer and discontinuer. A continuer is that student 

who having successfully completed their course, level or training, decides to continue onto 

the next course or level. On the other hand, discontinuers are those students who, having 

successfully completed their course/level or training for that academic year, decide not to 

continue onto the next course/level. Students falling in this category are the main focus of this 

research.  
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In conclusion, this terminology section has shown the lack of conceptualisation on the 

matter, and the lack of better words to address these issues. I suggest new terms: continuation 

(continuer) and discontinuation (discontinuer) as my proposal to start breaking down all of the 

possibilities presented by Hagedorn (2006, 2012) and others when determining the different 

situations a student can be in when it comes to enrolment. This will enable researchers and 

practitioners to study each group of students individually, and provide the best possible 

solution for each cohort. I now consider the models that address retention and attrition.  

2.2 Retention and Attrition Models 

The lack of models designed specifically for continuers or discontinuers as a category 

on its own leads to using existing retention or attrition models as guidance for this research.  

This section reviews the most cited models in the literature on this matter, and those 

based on similar contexts to mine. This is aimed at aiding the exploration of factors that might 

affect student discontinuation providing a framework of reference for this investigation, and, 

allowing the conclusion that no model up to this date corresponds with the investigated 

context.    

The earliest attempts to explain persistence were based on psychological models, such 

ŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ CƛǎƘōŜƛƴ ŀƴŘ !ƧȊŜƴ όмфтрύΣ !ǎǘƛƴ όмфупύ ƻǊ .Ŝŀƴ ŀƴŘ 9ŀǘƻƴ όнлллύΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ 

decisions were based on their previous behaviours and attitudes toward their intent to learn 

(Rovai, 2003). In other words, they focus on individual personal attributes and understand 

attrition as a weakness in the individual (Al-5ƻǎǎŀǊȅΣ нллуύΦ CƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ CƛǎƘōŜƛƴ ŀƴŘ !ƧȊŜƴΩǎ 

(1975) theory, Corno and Kanfer (1993) conceptualized the term volition, which they 

understood as the mediating force between intentions to learn and behaviours directed 

toward achieving a goal despite of distractions. The concepts and theories developed by these 

scholars soon lead to the debate that there is no pro-departure personality, and therefore, no 

personal features or characteristics consistently accompanying with student attrition (Tinto, 

1993).  

Vincent Tinto, the most cited author when it comes to discussing student retention, 

divided student retention theories into tree main categories (1993): psychological, such as 

those reviewed in the previous paragraph, environmental and interactional. Environmental 

theories focus on the social, economic and organisational forces that have an impact on 

student retention; and interactional theories focus on the influence of the interaction of an 

individual with their environmental factors. Other categories identified are societal theories, 

ǿƘŜǊŜ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŎŀǇŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΩǎ control such as race, social status, opportunity, etc. 
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play a role in retention (Ibid.). Lastly, economic theories highlight the importance of finances 

ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǎǘŀȅ ƻǊ ƭŜŀǾŜΤ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŦƛƴŀƴŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ 

primary reason for leaving (Ibid.). In the case of the presented courses, the financial factor 

does not apply to the retention of the students undertaking this training, since these courses 

are not paid by students. This is something to keep in mind for future research, since some 

companies are advising students that if they do not complete the training, they would have to 

pay for the course themselves. Organisational theories explain the impact of the way a student 

fits in with all the burocratic structure of an institution. This theory is claimed to prompt 

misleading implications when explaining student retention within institutions, but more 

reliable when it comes to explaining student retention between HE institutions (Ibid.). These 

were some of the most influential theories early on, aimed at the traditionally aged resident 

student, which accounted for the immense majority of students at the time.  

To better understand the theoretical framework of this investigation, I will now 

present the most cited models in this matter for this research based on their methodological 

approach, their audience, or other, are reviewed in detail. These are: Spady (1970), Tinto 

(1975, 1993), Bean and Metzner (1985), Kember (1995), Parker (1999), Rovai (2003), Packham, 

Jones, Miller and Thomas (2004), and Park (2007). Other models from Osborn (2001) to Rovai 

are presented in a less extensive way, since those are partially in line with those previous 

models or are less relevant for the present study due to the context where they develop (e.g. 

audience, type of course, delivery format, etc.). Nevertheless, they still provide a valuable 

insight to different factors pertinent to the present study. Additionally, some theories and 

empirical studies that did not develop into a model are included because these present a 

contemporary approach to attrition in recent educational settings.  

2.2.1 Spady: Undergraduate Dropout Process Model 

Spady (1970) investigated dropouts focusing on US college students, and moved 

beyond the mere review of extensive studies on college success toward a more theoretical 

and interdisciplinary-based synthesis. He tried to factually bring into perspective the 

correspondence between low-performance students who become dropouts with institutional 

grading standards and policies.  



27 
 

 

Figure 2.1: {ǇŀŘȅΩǎ ¦ƴŘŜǊƎǊŀŘǳŀǘŜ 5ǊƻǇƻǳǘ tǊƻŎŜǎǎ aƻŘŜƭ όмфтлύ 

Spady (1970) noted two main designations to explain the issue of college dropout. In 

his definition (a) he considers students who leave a particular college in which they were 

enrolled; and in definition (b), students who never receive a degree from any college ς 

applying a systemic outlook. The former describes an institution-specific view of the difficulty 

of attrition, and understands any students who leave their institution of initial matriculation 

as a dropout. Yet, although Spady argues that definition (a) is Ψmethodologically easier and 

more reliable in social researchΩ (1970: 65), he assumes that it lacks adequacy and 

appropriation considering the research on social stratification, educational mobility and 

human resources data on education centres (Iffert, 1958; Knoell, 1966; Eckland, 1964; Albers, 

1965; Robinson, 1967). Another shortcoming of SpadyΩǎ ƳƻŘŜƭ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ fails to account for 

students who transfer to other schools but still complete a degree programme within the 

expected timeline. Additionally, he disregards students who may ultimately obtain a degree 

from a transfer college after a certain delay or absence. These latter circumstances are rather 

difficult to address since it would require a follow up of students over time, with the need to 

establish a specific time to consider those students dropouts. It would entail a longitudinal 

study that could last a lifetime, as some people might choose to go back into the education 

system in their retirement years (Austin, 1971). This is particularly important to consider with 

language learning, with many people deciding to retake language courses later in life for a 

variety of reasons.  

Spady (1970) reiterates the distinction that must be made between those students 

who are dismissed for disciplinary or academic reasons, and those who willingly decide to 

withdraw. Accordingly, he argues, prediction comparisons for university grades can only be 
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applied to retention if the matter at hand is the plausibility of failure or dismissal (Ibid.). 

!ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘƛƻƴ Ŏŀƴ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ōŜ ŀŎŎǳǊŀǘŜ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ŘŀǘŀΣ ΨǘƘŜ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ 

withdrawŀƭ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŘƛǎƳƛǎǎŀƭΩ όIbid., 66) requires a more elaborate set of variables than 

those commonly used for strict prediction schemes.  

One of the variables Spady (1970) addresses as key to the attrition process is ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ 

tendency to move amongst institutions given the institutional diversity in the US. This is an 

example of a cohort that needs to be redefined, since different authors consider transfers as 

dropouts, connecting this to the terminological issue presented in 2.1 Redefining Terminology. 

As Spady argues (1970), time span and chronology must be taken into account to determine 

if the student is indeed a dropout. As important as this factor seems to be for Spady, in the 

present research, the intention is not for a student to change language providers or mode of 

delivery (MOD); but rather, to remain enrolled within the same language training. 

In an attempt to explain the discrepancies of the initial qualitative research findings in 

this matter (Alfert, 1966; Brown, 1960; Hood, 1957; Iffert, 1958; Newcomb and Flacks, 1964; 

Pervin, 1966; Spady, 1967), Spady conducts quantitative research. Through his results, he 

determines that students who are more successful or have a higher status and competence 

are more likely to participate in follow-up inquiries than individuals who might be perceived 

as social or educational failures (Spady, 1970). Through an exercise of Ψextrapolation and 

inference to find out the benefits and costs of dropping outΩ (Ibid., 68), Spady finds the 

aforementioned definition (a) (students who leave a particular college in which they were 

enrolled) methodologically appropriate, yet, it fails to implement a wider perspective on the 

substantive rates of retention and attrition relevant to the system as a whole. On the other 

hand, definition (b) (students who never receive a degree), requires the mobilisation of 

immense data gathering and follow-up resources (compromised by the variables of time, 

institutional mobility and social stigma around academic failure). Therefore, he states, 

detailed forethought must be taken before estimating wide population parameters from the 

data obtained from partial samples. This is the first step in my shift of perspective toward 

understanding persistence and dropout, and the way it is to be explored ς quantitatively as 

well as qualitatively. It is starting to become clear that statistical data cannot provide an 

unŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŘŜǇŀǊǘǳǊŜΦ L Ŏŀƴ ŦƻǊŜŎŀǎǘ ǘƘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ƭŜŀǾƛƴƎΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ 

the reasons behind attrition would continue to be unknown. This is the reason why including 

a quantitative as well as a qualitative approach, would allow for the exploration of the 

retention and attrition matter from a variety of angles. 
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DƛǾŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ŀŎŎǳǊŀŎȅ ƛƴ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ƘƛƳΣ {ǇŀŘȅ ƛƴŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜǎ ΨōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘ 

ǾŀǊƛŀōƭŜǎΥ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΣ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ Ǉŀǎǘ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜΩ όмфтлΥсуύ ς he considers ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ 

socioeconomic and academic background a major influence on overall academic success. 

Particular influences of these factors on leaving an institution were poorly documented at this 

time. In earlier research, Spady (1967) recurs again to quantitative research to show the family 

origins' (measured by father's education) and its influence on academic completion. However, 

ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǎƘƻǿƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ influence is more crucial when it comes to deciding to go 

to college and not in terms of completing the degree, where intellect rather than 

socioeconomic background is the more important factor in completing the initiated studies 

(Trent and Medsker, 1965). Socioeconomic factors were not included in my research since the 

offered courses are free of charge for students, and all participants within full employment. 

Spady (1970) considers two more factors to student attrition: cosmopolitanism 

(including familiar religious affiliation, level of education and rural-urban background), and, 

academic preparation; and he concludes that background experiences lead to attitudinal 

differences associated with attrition.  

Spady (1970) considers that personal motivation and educational aims share a strict 

correlation with attrition drives. He states that students who aspire to finalize a certain 

education pursuit are more likely to graduate than those with simpler goals (Ibid.). At the same 

time, dropouts are more likely to allow others to make important vocational decisions based 

on personal interests. Interestingly, the gender of the student is also linked to the differential 

nature of educational goals, as well as personality traits. Spady discusses the maturity of the 

student (more as a character trait than an issue of age) equated with motivation, 

independence, involvement, self-confidence, responsibility, and rationality, to performance 

and attrition. Furthermore, he considers the literature that involves the individual's decision 

and involvement capability (Ibid.). Although this appearance is rigidly associated with 

motivation, issues such as detachment, submissiveness, anxiety, and passivity are also 

addressed in his research on a smaller scale. 

Spady (1970) includes the precise parallels of interpersonal relationships in his 

analysis, proposing that, if friendship is established with people having strong academic drives, 

a student may be provided of opportunity and mutual assistance, and thus, encouraged to 

maintain his educational pursuance. This idea was developed by Tinto (1975, 1993) years 

after, and that to a certain extent, also applies to contemporary learning environments such 

as online learning.  
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To conclude, his research was carried out in a US College environment, on campus. 

Thus, both the social and academic systems regarding university institutions were considered 

as crucial frameworks from which the dropout process were evaluated. Despite the 

differences in context to the present studyΣ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ {ǇŀŘȅΩǎ ƛŘŜŀǎ such as the relationship 

with peers are still present. Continuing on this type of student and building from his research, 

Tinto (1975, 1993) develops his own model.  

2.2.2 Tinto: Institutional Departure Model 

Tinto's Student Integration Model is arguably the most prominent attempt to define 

the process of persistence in HE. Tinto (1975; 1987; 1993) conjectured that the main 

determinants of successful academic endurance can be divided into (a) factors that are drawn 

from experiences prior to (US) college and individual student characteristics; and (b) factors 

that are drawn from experiences at college/university ς the social aspect (Rovai, 2003:4). 

Essentially, matters such as previous experiences to college, or the students' character traits 

are factual variables that cannot be considerably altered by schools; yet, Tinto argued that 

some variables, such as student's admission, are indeed subsequent to school policies and 

practices. Although Tinto (1975) considered this a relevant variable, 

.  

 

 

Figure 2.2Υ ¢ƛƴǘƻΩǎ Lƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭ 5ŜǇŀǊǘǳǊŜ aƻŘŜƭ όмфтрΣ мффоύ 

¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ¢ƛƴǘƻ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǾŀǊƛŀōƭŜǎ ƛǎ ΨƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǾariŀōƭŜǎΩ όмфутΥ 123). He 

ŎƭŀƛƳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎƘƛǇ ƛǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƛƴǎǘǊŜŀƳ ƻŦ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƭƛŦŜ ǘƘŜ 
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more likely, other things being equal, is one to persistΩ (Ibid.) Therefore, persistency is seen as 

a way to estimate the students' optimal integration into a specific school (Rovai, 2003).  

Due to the nature of the context of online education, the understanding of social 

integration differs from that of Tinto, in fact, the whole phenomenon of persistence or 

attrition varies in many ways based on the MOD: online or F2F (González, Casaravilla and 

Fernández, 2017). It could be said that in the investigated context, social integration develops 

in three main different ways: (a) the conversations with the tutor via phone or Skype; (b) the 

interaction the presenter of the course (which normally only happens once at the beginning 

of the course) as well as of the course coordinator (which normally takes place via e-mail, and 

occasionally via phone or WhatsApp); (c) other students within the same company who are 

also enrolled on the course, on the same level through the forum.  

Tinto (1975) understands the student integration process essentially as a useful tool 

to gain knowledge on academic and social experiences in college. It is yet to be determined 

ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘƛǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ¢ƛƴǘƻΩǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǿƛƭƭ Ǉƭŀȅ ŀ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ 

education, and how. Tinto (1987) measured prosperous academic integration by GPA, and 

assessed social integration by the evolution and recurrence of optimum interactions with 

peers and faculty, as well as engagement in extracurricular activities. He established a 

correlation between the two dimensions, GPA and social integration, which combined, 

generated stronger student commitment to the institutions, and extended persistence. 

Claiming that (Ibid., 96):  

Ψƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǇƭŀȅ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ǝƻŀƭ 

of college completion and his [or her] commitment to the institution that 

determines whether or not the individual decides to dropout from college 

and the forms of dropout behaviour the individual adopts. Presumably, 

either low goal commitment or low institutional commitment can lead to 

ŘǊƻǇƻǳǘΩΦ  

Tinto's model also maintains that inadequate or lacking interactions with peers and 

faculty, in addition to differences in the common or dominant value patterns of other students 

are likely to decline in departure. Therefore, students who consider themselves (or are seen 

by others) as misfits, or isolated students (Rovai, 2003) result in having a low sense of 

community, and are more likely to leave. In Tinto's words:  

Ψŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǿƛƭƭ ǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ ǿƛǘƘŘǊŀǿ ŦǊƻƳ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ ώƻǊ ǎƘŜϐ 

perceives that an alternative form of investment of time, energies, and 
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resources will yield greater benefits, relative to costs, over time than will 

ǎǘŀȅƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜΩ όмфтрΥ 98). 

 Likewise, if extracurricular activities are sensed by the student as more attractive than 

ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊ ǿƛƭƭ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜ ǇǊƻƴŜ ǘƻ ŘǊƻǇ ƻǳǘΦ /ŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŀ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ 

experience helps to integrate the student intellectually and socially into the life of the 

institution, the more enhanced the student's persistence will be, contributing to degree 

achievement.  

Overall, Tinto's model restates the need for institutions to be proactive when it comes 

to student's integration, as well as the setting of learning communities to facilitate 

collaborative work and improve the student's cooperative learning abilities (Tinto, 1993), 

which would simultaneously encourage social inclusion.  

Despite the support within academia of Tinto's success and relevance in student 

retention (Hashway et al., 2000; Rovai, 2003), his model was developed for US college plans 

of students living on campus. Therefore, the ability of the model to support the literature on 

online student's persistence and mature students is limited (Maxwell 1998; Rovai, 2003; Bean 

and Metzner, 1985; Park, 2007). Tinto (1982) acknowledged that this model is only applicable 

to the type of students he investigated; and therefore not applicable to the context I research; 

however, it serves as a starting point to consider what aspects of a teaching and learning 

environment can be explored to find out the reasons students stay or leave.  

2.2.3 Bean and Metzner: Student Attrition Model 

Bean and Metzner's Student Attrition Model (SAM) (1985) is more relevant to this 

research as it is the first attempt found in the literature that tries to explain attrition for non-

traditional students; a term that encompasses distance-learning students who do not live on 

campus and belong to social groups external to college (Graham and Gisi, 2000). The 

management of classes, work, families, and roles in the community, and the resulting little 

time for involvement also serve as defining features to depict non-traditional students (Ibid.).  
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Figure 2.3: .Ŝŀƴ ŀƴŘ aŜǘȊƴŜǊΩ aƻŘŜƭ ƻŦ bƻƴ-traditional Student Attrition (1985)  

Several definitions of non-traditional student are found in the literature. Bean and 

Metzner (1985: 489) chose to explain non-ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎƳ ŀǎ ΨƻƭŘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ нп, who do not live in 

a campus residence (...), part-time student, or some combination of these factors; is not 

greatly influenced by the social environment of the institution, and is chiefly concerned with 

ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ƻŦŦŜǊƛƴƎǎ όŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ Ŏourses, certifications ŀƴŘ ŘŜƎǊŜŜǎύΩΦ They 

claimed that older students have distinctive support structures compared to younger students 

previously assessed in Tinto (1993), and Spady's (1970) theories, and that they have limited 

interaction with other associations within the academic community. To quote Bean and 

Metzner (1985: 506ύΥ ΨǘƘŜƛǊ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƻŦ ǇŜŜǊǎΣ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎΣ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΣ ŀƴŘ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜǊǎ ŜȄƛǎts 

ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΩ. Following from {ǇŀŘȅ ŀƴŘ ¢ƛƴǘƻΩǎ ƳƻŘŜƭǎ, the social aspect of the 

educational setting plays a great role. 

!ǎ ǿƛǘƘ ¢ƛƴǘƻΩǎ ƳƻŘŜƭΣ .Ŝŀƴ ŀƴŘ aŜǘȊƴŜǊΩǎ όмфурύ ƳƻŘŜƭ ǘǊƛŜǎ ǘƻ ǇǊƻƎƴƻǎǘƛŎŀǘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ 

persistence based on student-institution fit. The SAM identifies four factors that affect 

persistence: (a) academic variables such as practical study habits and course accessibility, (b) 

background and the age factor, educational goals, ethnicity and prior grade attainment, (c) 

environmental attributes such as employment hours, financial issues, family duties, and 

outside support, and (d) academic and psychological results while at the institution. 

Bean and Metzner (1985) address the financial impact on academic completion, 

eǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎ ƻŦ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘȅ ǿŜǊŜ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǘǘǊƛǘƛƻƴ 

ŦǊƻƳ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜΩΣ ΨƳŀƴȅ ƻƭŘer students expressed concern about the ability to finance a college 
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ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΩ όp. рлоύΦ !ǎǎǳǊŜŘƭȅΣ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ŀǊŜ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǊŜŀŎƘΣ ǘƘŜȅ 

are in fact determining in guaranteeing the students' wellbeing. The financial aspect is a 

relevant factor for this type of students and the context Metzner and Bean investigate, 

although, in the context investigated in this study, this factor is non-existent since students do 

not contribute financially to their training. 

Metzner and Bean, in updated studies (1987), found that GPA and institutional 

commitment strongly affect academic permanence, specifically through their impact on 

ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘǎ ŀǎ ǇƻǎǘǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǳǎŜŦǳƭƴŜǎǎ ƛƴ ƎŀƛƴƛƴƎ ŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴt, satisfaction, and 

possibilities to transfer. Therefore, in their model, Bean and Metzner depict employment, and 

the prospect of employment as one of the factoǊǎ ŀŦŦŜŎǘƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ŀǘǘǊƛǘƛƻƴ όwƻǾŀƛΣ нллоύ. 

There is a notable overlap between Tinto's (1993) and Bean and Metzner's (1985) 

respective models in several aspects. They distinguished crucial predictors to explain student 

persistency, and these come from each theorisation, concluding the interplay between 

institutional, personal, and external factors, which must be taken into account for further 

studies and new programmes (Cabrera et al., 1992; Rovai, 2003). Yet, these two models were 

devised by considering traditional and non-traditional students who attended classes on 

campus, as opposed to online (Rovai, 2003). Therefore, the aforementioned theories need to 

ōŜ ŀŘƧǳǎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎΩ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴǎ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊƭȅ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ 

of DE programmes and their corresponding academic achievement.  

5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ƳƻŘŜƭǎ ŦƻǊ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǳǇ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ .Ŝŀƴ ŀƴŘ aŜǘȊƴŜǊΩǎ όмф85) 

model, there is a shift in interest at this stage: from traditional students, toward new 

audiences. From this point, academics will soon show a growing interest in online training due 

to the increase in online enrolment numbers (Levy, 2007; Park, 2007), becoming even more 

relevant when considering the potential long-lasting impact of Covid-19.  

2.2.4 Kember: Student Attrition Model for Distance-Learning Students  

While the progress of students has been subject to questioning from previously 

mentioned authors in on-campus settings (Spady, 1970; Tinto, 1975; Bean and Metzner, 

1985); these could not be fully applied to studies regarding adults' learning at a distance 

academic programme. Kember (1989, 1995), however, focused on adult learners studying at 

a distance, more particularly, in DE courses via correspondence. It was not until Kember 

published Open Learning Courses for Adults: a model of student progress (1995), that a 

comprehensive, generic model of adult student progress could be said to exist (Roberts, 1995). 
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YŜƳōŜǊΩǎ ƭƛƴŜŀǊ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƳƻŘŜƭ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ŦƻǊ ƻǇŜƴ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƛƴ HE courses 

develops from three main sources (Woodley et al., 2001): (a) Tinto's primary theory (1975) 

examining student attrition for an on-campus traditional student; (b) a synthesis of the data 

ŀŎǉǳƛǊŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ YŜƳōŜǊΩǎ ǎǘǳŘȅΣ ŀƛƳŜŘ ŀǘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ŀ ƳƻŘŜƭ ƻŦ ƴƻƴ-traditional student 

progress since the mid-1970s; and (c) a review of the literature used to theoretically link the 

variables in the model. There are variables that earlier research has shown to have a Ψpositive 

impact on student progressΩ (Kember, 2001: 117).  

Kember's model differs from the previous theories since it revolves around adults who 

study part-time, and thus, are faced with much broader social demands that are tied to 

academic demands (Kember, 1995). These social demands, as multiple studies address (Bean 

and Metzner, 1985; De Lange et al., 1997; Woodley and Parlett, 1983), encompass family and 

social responsibilities, or work and commitment to other activities; 

. Family and social demands along with professional 

responsibilities and leisure time will come to be a hindrance to spend time working on 

academic pursuits (Kember, 1995). All these factors are specific of an adult population ς non-

ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ό.Ŝŀƴ ŀƴŘ aŜǘȊƴŜǊΩǎΣ мфурΤ DǊŀƘŀƳ ŀƴŘ DƛǎƛΣ нлллύΦ  

YŜƳōŜǊΩǎ ƳƻŘŜƭ shows that the students' predetermined personal traits (previous 

education, salary or gender) guide individuals in further academic experience (Woodley et al., 

2001). Students with positive attributes tend to successfully integrate socially and 

academically. To Kember, social integration indicates the extent to which students are able to 

combine study with family, work, and social life (1995). Therefore, his understanding of social 

integration varies with regards to that of Tinto, providing a more comprehensive definition 

which addresses the gap of non-traditional students. A successful integrative social experience 

would be based on a steady and encouraging support system. On the other hand, academic 

ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ YŜƳōŜǊϥǎ ƳƻŘŜƭ ƛǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŜŘ ŀǎ ΨŜƴŎƻƳǇŀǎǎƛƴƎ ŀƭƭ ŦŀŎŜǘǎ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƭ 

elements of contact between an institution and students whether these are of an academic, 

ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛǾŜ ƻǊ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƴŀǘǳǊŜΩ όYŜƳōŜǊΣ мффрΥ 99). This includes more variables than ever 

before in this field.  
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Figure 2.4: YŜƳōŜǊΩǎ SAM (1995) 

According to Kember (1995), on the other side of the spectrum are those students who 

would eventually face difficulties in terms of academic and social integration, attributing their 

integration failure to external factors beyond their control (e.g., insufficient time, unexpected 

events, or other distractions). Kember links this outcome to experiences of external 

attribution and academic incompatibility, resulting in unsatisfactory performance in their 

grades (Woodley et al., 2001).  

Kember's model also looks at the differences in terms of completion when contrasting 

part-time students with full-time students (1995). Moreover, he also examines the changing 

circumstances in a student's life, which play a great role in this ever-changing society (Ibid.). 

To acŎƻƳƳƻŘŀǘŜ ǘƻ ƭƛǾŜǎΩ ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ƴŀǘǳǊŜΣ ²ƻƻŘƭŜȅ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦ όнллмύ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘ ǘƘŀǘ YŜƳōŜǊϥǎ 

model incorporates a recycling loop, and a cost-benefit variable. According to the linear 

process of the model, when students pass through this phase, they ask themselves whether 

all the studying is worth the effort (Kember, 1995). Kember argues that as long as the benefits 

exceed the costs, the student will proceed to study (Ibid.), involving goals and motivation.  

To deepen his research, Kember began a process of 'triangulation between 

quantitative and qualitative data' (1995: 15). He produced a two-way path approach (positive 

and negative leading to an accordingly positive and negative outcome), applying background 

characteristics (prior experience, gender, salary, etc.) to the primary variables (family, social 

life, or work, etc.) in an attempt to prove the causal associations between these variables and 

the student's progress (Ibid.). Results proved the model to be able to explain 80% of the total 

variance in adult student persistence for that cohort (Ibid.; Woodley et al., 2001). Seeking 

more accuracy and validation, Kember also collected the data of three distance-learning 

institutions, and concluded that 'with reasonable confidence', this model's methodology can 

be used to 'make predictions and derive implications for practice' (1995: 155).  
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In Kember's model re-visited, Woodley et al. (2001) discuss the issues with Kember's 

ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ƳƻŘŜƭΦ YŜƳōŜǊΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊƎǳŜΣ Ƴŀƛƴǘŀƛƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ Ƙŀǎ ŀŎŎƻƳƳƻŘŀǘŜŘ ¢ƛƴǘƻΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƻ suit 

distance and adult education (Woodley et al., 2001). Although this is claimed to be legitimate 

in some cases, such as in redefining academic integration to include all facets of the study 

package and interactions between the student and the institution (Ibid.ύΣ ²ƻƻŘƭŜȅ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΩǎ 

ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ ƛƴǎƛǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ YŜƳōŜǊ ƳŀŘŜ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛŎ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ¢ƛƴǘƻΩǎ ƳƻŘŜƭΦ 

Whereas Tinto saw social and academic integration as being separate yet parallel, Kember 

sees them as linearly linked (Ibid.). Essentially, there is a different interpretation of the model 

and its changes.  

In Kember's so-called positive path, social integration connects to academic 

integration. And conversely, the negative path of external attribution concludes in what he 

calls academic incompatibility (1995). Therefore, a critique of Kember's model is that there is 

an underlying misconception around the path analysis standpoint, which may likely be 

interpreted as designating the path taken by an individual through the model, rather than as 

a model to explain the total forces acting on an individual (Woodley et al., 2001).  

Certainly, Kember (1995) made a worthy contribution to the study of attrition by 

extending the open and distance-learning approach and including non-traditional students, 

yet, CƧƻǊǘƻŦǘ ŎƭŀƛƳǎ ǘƘƛǎ ƳƻŘŜƭ Ŧŀƛƭǎ ǘƻ ΨǘŀƪŜ ƛƴǘƻ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ Ƨƻō-related motivation of adultsΩ 

(1995: 3). Additionally, Woodley et al. (2001) state that it adds little to the knowledge of the 

process of student dropout, mainly because, they claim, of its statistical deficiencies. Some of 

these faults seem unavoidable when attempting to learn about a longitudinal process by 

means of a one-off survey (Ibid.). Because of this, 

.  

bƻǘŀōƭȅΣ YŜƳōŜǊΩǎ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ŀǊŜ ƛƴ ŦŀŎǘ ǎǳƳƳŀǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ Ǉŀǎǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ 

theorisations, especially given the ambiguity in his analysis on the dependent variable, where 

it is difficult to distinguish between variables such as failure and voluntary withdrawal 

(Woodley et al., 2001). This shows once more, the need for a deeper and clearer definition of 

concepts, since student attrition for online-distance students is a rather problematic and 

complex subject. As Woodley et al. put it, 'it is complex because it involves human behaviour, 

it is complex because it involves so many types of withdrawal, and it is complex because it 

varies over time' (2001: 130). 
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2.2.5 Parker: Theory of Attrition 

Parker's (Parker , 1999) research aims at understanding predictors of dropout in DE 

since, attrition rates in DE ς or e-courses, far surpass attrition rates in classes taught in a 

traditional setup (Levy, 2007). As Parker argues, this problem is of particular concern in 

academia because government funding to institutions of HE is usually based on attendance, 

although since the Covid-19 pandemic, academic institutions are shifting with recruitment, 

retention and engagement are gaining importance. In her study, 94 students from three 

community college courses in the US were sampled. Students completed 'two instruments' 

(Parker, 1999: 1): The Rotter Internal-External Locus of Control Scale (RIELCS) (Rotter, 1966); 

and a Student Information Sheet (SIS), to recognize predictors of dropout.  

Parker (Parker, 1999) argues that persistence in DE is a difficult phenomenon 

influenced by a multitude of variables (e.g., gender, locus of control, age, grade average and 

MOD), as claimed by others at the time (Altmann and Armbasich, 1982; Cooper, 1990; Fields 

and Lemay, 1989).  Yet, she argues, studies have commonly focused on a single variable or a 

limited combination of these. Therefore, her claim is that both quantitative and qualitative 

research is required to connect a broad range of variables that will limit the extent to which 

variables as gender, age, grade, or locus of control (LOC), can prognosticate dropout in DE.  

Parker's (Parker, 1999) study precisely presented research done in the following 

variables: LOC, gender, number of DE courses completed, financial assistance, age, and 

number of hours in employment. The research was conducted with over 100,000 students 

annually in undergraduate education. Of those students, approximately 21% registered for DE 

courses offered through various MODs: interactive television, audiocassettes, television, 

computer conferencing, electronic forums, or correspondence. Moreover, the courses taught 

in the DE setup changed every semester depending on student commitment and faculty 

availability. This is another example of the difference in context from what has been 

researched up to this day (González et al., 2017), to what my study explores: both context and 

subject of study are different from those investigated until now. Languages have not been the 

ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ƛƴ ŀǘǘǊƛǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǘŜƴǘƛƻƴΤ ŀƴŘΣ ǳǇ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘƛǎ ŘŀǘŜΣ 59Ωǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜŘ 

from what current online learning offers.  

The first instrument of research, the RIELCS, was chosen by Parker because, she claims, 

Rotter's (Rotter, 1966) scale dominates the literature (Parker, 1999). Internal-external LOC is 

known (or hypothesized) to be a bipolar construct (Ibid.). The locus is internal if a person 

ƴƻǘƛŎŜǎ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǳǇƻƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜΤ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎǳǎ ƛǎ ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǿƘŜƴ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ 
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are seen to be conditional upon fate, luck, the control of others, the environment or anything 

ŜƭǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǳƴŘŜǊ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΦ The SIS asked specific demographic information from the 

students. This was applied to divide students and variables in the analysis to foretell 

ǇŜǊǎƛǎǘŜƴŎŜΦ !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ tŀǊƪŜǊΩǎ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ όParker, 1999), demographics appear to be an 

important variable when financial reasons are involved, although, when the financial aspect 

is not accounted for, demographics is not a significant factor.  

Besides the statistical analysis of the data from the RIELCS and the SIS used to resolve 

which variable or variable combinations could be contemplated as predictors of dropout from 

distance-learning, Parker (Parker, 1999) also conducted a qualitative analysis to extend the 

range of understanding via telephone interviews with non-completers to verbally ascertain 

the reasons for their dropout. The approach carried out by Parker is partially the lens used by 

this research for data gathering, and one of the reasons why I employ quantitative and 

qualitative data collection instruments.  

As per Parker's conclusion (Parker, 1999), it was determined that LOC and source of 

financial assistance, particularly in self-pay, were the variables most able to prognosticate 

dropout with almost 85% accuracy. LOC itself as a singular and independent variable was able 

to predict dropout with a precision of 80%. Later studies such as that of Levy (Levy, 2007) had 

contradictory results, determining that LOC ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ 

drop out from e-learning courses.  

In tŀǊƪŜǊΩs study, interviews with dropouts added reliance to the predictive capacity 

of the SIS variable: students who did not finish their course gave justifications based on 

external conditions such as family, employment, or lack of computer devices (Parker, 1999). 

In this study, interviews are expected to provide an exploration of different participants 

involved in the organisation and delivery of the investigated courses. Therefore, allowing for 

a deeper understanding of the factors influencing students in their journey, and their later 

decision to discontinue ς similar to the way Parker used her interviews. She also discovered 

from her qualitative side of the investigation, that hypothetically, students with an external 

LOC did not understand the personal responsibility for their own educational benefit (Ibid.).  

Parker's (Parker, 1999) findings determine that a student's LOC and source of financial 

assistance may serve as predictors of non-completion in DE. On the financial side of things, 

Levy considered only dropouts (or non-completers) those who: Ψvoluntarily withdraw from e-

learning courses while acquiring financial penaltiesΩ (Levy, 2007: 188). On that matter, 

Altmann and Arambasich (1982) or Cooper (1990) also found that internal LOC, self-
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directiveness and, self-efficacy are associated with a student's success in DE. Yet, Parker 

(Parker, 1999) claims, more research is required to review and update various modes of DE, 

for attrition cannot be associated to one cause only, but must be recognized as coming from 

an aggregate of elements, something that was later followed by Levy (Levy, 2007) and Lee, 

Choi and Kim (Lee, Choi and Kim, 2013). 

tŀǊƪŜǊΩǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ όParker, 1999) is relevant because it identified significant predictors of 

non-completion and identified others that did not show notable effects, which had not been 

explored before. Moreover, she focused on online courses using both qualitative and 

quantitative research methods, which allowed for confirmation of results, and to determine 

that it is not one isolated event that leads to attrition, but rather a combination of factors, 

conclusion also drawn by this research. 

2.2.6 CǊƻƳ hǎōƻǊƴΩǎ ¢ƘŜƻǊȅ ǘƻ wƻǾŀƛ 

OsbornΩǎ (Osborn, 2001) study focuses on the factors that determine persistence in 

adult e-courses. Her research seeks to identify student characteristics by deepening into the 

aspects of the student's own environment to set a wider sensitivity to 'unforeseen 

circumstances' (Ibid., 51) such as illness, family problems, or changes at work, which might all 

lead at-risk students to leave from DE courses. OsbornΩǎ quantitative correlational study drew 

a sample from students enrolled at a US College during the summer and autumn semesters of 

1999, including, web-based and video-conferencing courses. Students had to complete a 

survey at the beginning of the semester and at the end of the semester, similar to what 

students are to do in my study when they complete a questionnaire before the start of their 

training, and another one upon completion. Instructors provided information regarding 

students' completion or non-completion. The survey consisted of twenty-eight Likert-scale 

items and seven intervals, or ratio-level, items (Osborn, 2001: 43) on 501 undergraduate and 

graduate students in 19 distance-learning courses (undergraduate course 16%, graduate 

course 84%, web-based course 68.94%, and video conferencing course 31.06%) (Lee and Choi, 

2010: 599). 

hǎōƻǊƴΩǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ lends support to a focus on the student's background properties, 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ŀƭǘŜǊ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ΨǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

relationships and experieƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊΩ όOsborn, 2001: 51). However, the signs 

of completion included in Osborn's DE survey are predictors only in the statistical sense, and 

the framework for at-risk students is not a deterministic model (Lee and Choi, 2010). As 

Osborn claims (Osborn, 2001), the findings and updates in attrition research are not meant to 
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discourage or exclude prospective students in distance-learning education, although this is 

always a risk. Rather, her study represents a means for assistance and communication for the 

educational system and the student. For instance, in the case of a student whose previous 

experience in DE concluded in a grade-point average of B, or lower, and who may be in a rather 

unstable study background, may need, Osborn claims (Osborn, 2001), additional 

encouragement or feedback on initial assignments, as well as assistance with the use of 

technology, since it is a computer-mediatised programme.  

Osborn (Osborn, 2001) ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ƘŜǊ ǎǘǳŘȅ ōȅ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ 

when enrolling in DE courses. She goes on to contrasting those expectations with the view of 

instructional designers and educators. In my study, interviews with the different agents 

involved in the development of the courses, aim at providing a holistic approach of the issue 

ς the different parties involved in the courses see and experience things from their own 

ŀƴƎƭŜǎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ. Before applying, she claims (Osborn, 2001: 

52), students who have not previously enrolled in this sort of education (videoconference or 

web-based) Ψhave little guidance and idea in assessing their skills and expectations in order to 

succeedΩ. Therefore, students who complete the distance-learning survey at the beginning of 

the programme are able to get feedback on their current situation and position, and clearly 

establish ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ƴŜŜŘǎ. This form of orientation may lead to questioning by 

the students, new dialogues, request support (Osborn, 2001), or other additional help that 

Ƴŀȅ ŀǎǎƛǎǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ǇŜǊǎŜǾŜǊŀƴŎŜΦ /ƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅΣ hǎōƻǊƴΩǎ 

research calls for instructional and educational designers to constantly re-evaluate and revise 

their education plan according to the feedback and changing nature of upcoming students, 

adapting to their needs and engagement (Ibid.), and therefore to implement the distance-

learning survey to identify at-risk students enrolled in web-based and video conferencing 

courses.  

!ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ hǎōƻǊƴΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅΣ ǘƘŜ ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ 

she investigated appear to be the most similar, up to this date, to those explored in this 

research. Just to provide an example, it accounts for student needs and support, which other 

studies had not done up to this date, and that my investigation concludes as a factor for 

student discontinuation when these needs are not accounted for.   

{ƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǘƻ hǎōƻǊƴΣ aǳƛƭŜƴōǳǊƎ ŀƴŘ .ŜǊƎŜΩǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ όMuilenburg and Berge, 2001) names 

ten factors that determine the barriers to DE and hence facilitates the implementation of at-

risk identifiers. On a large study population of 2,504 students, Muilenburg and Berge explored 
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factors that determined and incorporated the barriers to DE: administrative structure, 

organisational change, technical expertise, social interaction and quality, faculty 

compensation and time, threat of technology, legal issues, evaluation/effectiveness, access, 

and student-support services (Muilenburg and Berge, 2001: 7).  

By administrative structure, the authors claim that regulating and designing DE 

programmes through the existing administrative structure can result problematic. For 

instance, to establish partnerships among different units within an organisation or different 

organisations, demand agreements on fiscal issues such as tuition, cost, fees, and distribution 

of revenue, as well as scheduling and issuance of credits. By organisational change, they 

discuss that organisations are generally resistant to change without a shared vision for DE 

plans, and therefore the implementation of a DE programme tends to be a slow and difficult 

process. This raises the question whether business providing e-language courses plan short- 

or long-term, and whether they provide solutions for the short- or the longer-term. Authors 

also discussed technical expertise, support, and infrastructure, if it is challenging to keep pace 

with technological change (Muilenburg and Berge, 2001). They claim that some educators lack 

the skills and knowledge to teach distance-learning courses, and some lack support of expert 

staff to assist in these situations, leading to another barrier to this sort of learning (Muilenburg 

and Berge, 2001). This issue still applies today due to the rapid change in technology.  

Regarding social interaction and programme quality, given the nature of DE 

programmes, participants can feel isolated due to lack of human connection. Some people, 

authors claim (Muilenburg and Berge, 2001: мтύΣ ΨŀǊŜ ǳƴŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ-

centred and collaborative learning activities because they change the traditional social 

ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƭŀǎǎǊƻƻƳΩΣ ŘŜǊƛǾƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭ ŦŀŎǘƻǊ ǘƻ take into account when 

addressing obstacles in DE, where these activities pose an added difficulty.  

Regarding faculty compensation and time, distance-learning courses demand a greater 

time commitment, and therefore faculty compensation, release time and incentives are of 

major importance. Some educators fear that an increase in the use of distance-learning 

technologies may decrease the need for teachers (Ibid.), who end up feeling threatened and 

intimidated by technology, altering their competence and authority.   

On legal issues, researchers found that the increasing use of the internet to deliver 

distance-learning raises concerns about fair-use policies, copyright, piracy, and intellectual 

property rights, as well as issues with hackers and viruses ς all issues brought back to surface 

with the Covid-19 pandemic. Also, there are concerns on effectiveness and evaluation in these 
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programmes, given the lack of research supporting the effectiveness of DE, as well as a lack of 

effective evaluation methods for distance-learning courses and programmes (Ibid.).  

Muilenburg and Berge (2001) discuss the matter of access, and argue that many 

students lack access to necessary hardware, software, or even the internet, as well as 

concerns over equal access to courses offered via newer technologies that demand constant 

updating. This is a major concern if a course is developed for online delivery only, and 

measures are coming into place over the years (Baldwin and Ching, 2020; George, Utunen, 

Ndiaye, Tokar, Mattar, Piroux and Gamhewage, 2022). In the case of the present investigation, 

all students have access to the necessary resources at least when at work, as their 

corporations provide them with all the necessary resources. This lack of access can apply to 

students and instructors alike. LTs, in the context this research explores, are provided with a 

Skype account and a telephone tariff. However, instructors are not provided with an office, a 

computer, a microphone nor an internet connection. Finally, Muilenburg and Berge factor 

regards student-support services such as library services, admissions, financial aid or 

advisement. 

Muilenburg and Berge also note that the possibility of an inherent bias toward a faculty 

perspective in their surveys and subsequently, in their findings, that must be acknowledged 

(2001). They call for future research concerning barriers to DE from a unique and unbiased 

student perspective. On that matter, ChyungΩǎ όнллмύ research names the premises supported 

by Houle's (1971) identification of the two types of adult learners: learning-oriented and goal-

ƻǊƛŜƴǘŜŘ όƛƴ .ƻǎƘƛŜǊΣ мфтмύΣ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ŀƴ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘ ƻƴ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΦ 

On a long-term evaluation case study, Chyung (2001) explains how she systematically planned 

and executed various instructional mediations to reduce student attrition.  

Chyung, Winiecky and Fenner (1998) concluded on earlier studies that student 

satisfaction, more particularly, course satisfaction during the first two weeks of the course, 

was the main factor in predicting student drop out from distance courses. In later studies, 

Chyung (2001) developed more elaborated claims, asserting that adult learners tend to drop 

out of DE courses or degree programmes for a variety of reasons. Firstly, because of the 

perception that their interests and the class structure do not meet (Fenner, 1998). Secondly, 

because of a lack of confidence in learning in distance settings (Chacon-Duque, 1987). Thirdly, 

because they have already learned what they wanted to in the first place (Chyung, 2001). 

These premises are supported by Houle's identification of the two types of adult learners: 

learning-oriented, and, goal-oriented (1971). Boshier (1971) explored and reviewed those two 
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types of learners, for it would explain that adult learners drop out when; (a) the DE 

programmes do not satisfy their needs for learning, or, to the same extent, (b) for achieving 

certain goals. Otherwise, adult learners are very likely to quit partaking in these programmes.  

Chyung (2001) conducted a study at Boise State University, which offered all of its 

Master's degree courses via the internet and on campus. The author based her research on 

Keller's (1987) ARCS model, which explains that four factors influence the degree of students' 

motivation to learn: (1) The online learning environment not resulting attractive to the 

student. (2) What they learned from the online instruction was not suitable to their interests 

or goals. (3) Low confidence levels while learning in the online setting. And, (4) low satisfaction 

levels toward the instructional method or the environment (Chyung, 2001). 

While the ARCS model led Chyung (2001) to determine the direction toward potential 

solutions, she claims that Kaufman's (1988, 2000) Organisational Elements Model (OEM) 

offered a systemic framework of designing and implementing effective means to achieve the 

desired end results. There are five elements that interact with each other in the OEM, divided 

by inputs and processes (the means), and products, outputs, and outcomes (the end-results). 

By improving the motivational appeal of an educational system, Chyung claims that the 

initially aspired ends are more easily persuaded (2001). 

Conversely, the ARCS model provides a theoretical foundation for choosing effective 

means (instructional inputs and processes). Chyung observes in her research that inputs and 

ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛǾŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ΨŦƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘŜŘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƻŦ 

instruction often reveal needs for changing inputs or proŎŜǎǎŜǎΩ όнллмΥ 40); and a variation in 

inputs can conclude in variated processes and vice-versa. This is a relevant aspect, since 

standardized online courses such as those investigated in this research, do not (yet) offer the 

flexibility to make amends and/or changes depending on student needs. 

Chyung (2001) argues that the effectiveness of the two elements should be assessed 

throughout the programme and that the two elements should be updated in order to support 

the learners' needs, turning education into a more individualized (as opposed to personalised) 

issue. Hence, her suggestion is that inputs and processes should be understood and 

implemented in parallel, and are to interact with each other, instead of following them in a 

sequential order. Certainly, by implementing efficient instructional inputs and processes, 

more positive reactions from the students will be forwarded to the online instruction. 

Eventually this helps Ψachieve successful learning experiences, motivate learning and cause 

student persistenceΩ, which in turn, reduces the dropout rate in online programmes (Ibid., 40).  
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!ŦǘŜǊ /ƘȅǳƴƎΩ нллм ǎǘǳŘȅΣ Kemp (2002) explored resilience, concluding that it is an 

important individual variable to track adults' persistence in DEΦ YŜƳǇΩǎ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ǿŀǎ conducted 

via a correlational study at Athabasca University, with students registered in their first 

undergraduate course. Kemp used a survey method to evaluate three predictors of 

persistence: resilience, external commitments, and life events. She measured through two 

psychometric tests and one questionnaire, the students' self-report to examine the 

connection between the dependent (ΨǘƘŜ students' own behaviourΩ (Ibid., 67)), and 

independent variables (Ψlife events or external commitmentsΩ (Ibid.)). This measure was based 

upon CrossΩ (1981) suggestion that coping mechanisms arise from within the individual's life 

circumstances and dispositional variables within the person, such as attitude, values, beliefs, 

opinions, and personality; which also connects with ParkerΩǎ (1999) theory in her use of the 

LOC.   

Kemp (2002) scored the independent variables from the Resiliency Attitudes Scale the 

Life Events Inventory, as well as data obtained from a questionnaire on external commitments. 

Similarly, data from student records correlating to course completion and non-completion 

were used to form the dependent variable: persistence. Notably, Kemp's research contained 

more female respondents ς proportionally 75%, in comparison to the overall undergraduate 

student body. In fact, Kemp claims reported that student demographics indicate that 62.9% 

of undergraduate students were female (Ibid., 68), although it is yet to determine how that is 

relevant to the issue of persistency. On this, Cheung and Kan (2002) included gender as a 

factor to be accounted for in persistency. 

Kemp (2002) observes an association between resilience skills and persistence, also 

addressing that resilience relates to motivation and self-efficiency. Regarding the previous 

research by Pajares and Miller (1994), Kemp states (2002) that this higher level of self-efficacy 

positively influences the academic labour on resiliency and on developing skills to face 

obstacles to persistence. Her studies indicate that students who are more proficient at 

forming positive social circles and relationships in the online instructional setting will likely be 

persistent in their education. Later confirmed, social presence does not only come from 

colleagues, bǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ŦǊƻƳ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƻǊǎΣ ƻǊ ǘǳǘƻǊǎΣ ǿƘƻǎŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƛǎ ΨǎǘǊƻƴƎƭȅ ŎƻǊǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǎŀǘƛǎŦŀŎǘƛƻƴΩ (Richardson and Swan, 2003: 78). 

Given that most preceding studies on college student performance have concentrated 

on traditional learning environments in Western cultures, Cheung and Kan (2002) aimed to 
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examine student performance in the distance and open-educational environment in Hong 

Kong, setting dropouts as students awarded fail or resit.  

Despite variations in the cultures and instructional modes, as well as different subject 

disciplines examined, Cheung and Kan (2002) claim that their study and previous studies on 

online and DE perseverance matched on most findings. Their results prove to reiterate that 

gender, previous academic performance, background, tutorial-aid participation, and previous 

experience in learning have a crucial impact on student achievement in DE programmes.  

Notably, findings concerning the effects of age, marital status and workloads on 

students did not coincide with the previous studies and their corresponding results (Ibid., 263), 

yet authors claim that this might be due to the systems and policies adopted in the Open 

University of Hong Kong, and the specific culture of the country. This raises another issue, 

embedded in most learning environments: How do the roots or cultural background of a 

person or community impact persistency? Discrepancies related to cultural and institutional 

policies could be addressed in future research to deepen the scope to which student 

completion in online courses is investigated.  

After Cheung and Kan (2002), Moore and Kearsley (2003) examined the context of high 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ΨƳƻǎǘ ōŀǎƛŎ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎϥ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎϥ Ƴƻǎǘ ōŀǎƛŎ ŎƘƻƛŎŜΩ όIbid., 325): class attendance. Moore and 

Kearsley (2003) defined dropouts as students not sufficiently motivated to come to class and 

therefore, likely to fail despite the instructor's best efforts. According to their study, truly at-

risk students are those that might be motivated enough to attend some classes, but their 

attendance is not enough to enhance their educational performance (Ibid.). Similarly, they 

claim that a lot of these students do not actually acknowledge how important class attendance 

is for academic achievement, noting the lack of instructional support on the matter. The silver 

lining however, lies in improving these students' rates of attendance (Ibid., 328), resulting in 

an enhancement of their grades and a shedding of their at-risk feature. 

2.2.7 Rovai: Composite Persistence Model 

wƻǾŀƛΩǎ όнллоύ /omposite Persistence Model (CPM) helps explain persistence in online 

programmes, also serving as a framework of recommended strategies to retain students.  
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Figure 2.5Υ wƻǾŀƛΩǎ CPM (2003) 

¢ƘŜ /ta ǿŀǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘǿƻ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ǎƻǳǊŎŜǎΥ ¢ƛƴǘƻΩǎ SIM (1975) conjectured 

that the main determinants of successful academic endurance can be divided into factors that 

are drawn from experiences prior to college and individual student characteristics, and factors 

that are drawn from Ψexperiences at collegeΩ (Rovai, 2003: 4); ŀƴŘ aŜǘȊƴŜǊ ŀƴŘ .ŜŀƴΩǎ SAM 

(1985), which tries to prognosticate non-traditional students' persistence based on student-

institution fit.  

Regarding the foundation of student attrition by Tinto and Bean and Metzner, Rovai 

appended new variables in the categories of student's characteristics prior to admission (Perry 

et al., 2011): computing; literacy discussion, time management, and computer interpersonal 

interaction (Rowntree, 1995).  

To student's internal factors and students' own experiences and characteristics, Rovai 

added the particular five needs of distance learners developed by Workman and Stenard 

(1996, in Rovai, 2003: 10-11): Ψconsistency and clarity of online programmes, policies, and 

procedures; self-esteem; identification with the college; social integration; and access to 

support servicesΩ.  

Rovai developed a new category of pedagogy, encompassing learning and teaching 

ǎǘȅƭŜǎΣ ŦƻǊ ΨƻƴƭƛƴŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŜȄǇŜŎǘ ŀ ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀǘŎƘŜǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǎǘȅƭŜΩ όнллоΥ 

11). Drawing upon the work of Grow (1996), Rovai (2003) discusses a model for matching a 
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ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ǎŜƭŦ-direction ability with teaching style. He suggests that Grow's model does not 

extend from the teaching style, and claims that this model would also be useful to meet the 

needs of self-direction with the mode DE is delivered (2003). He asserts that as students 

become more self-directed, both the teaching style and the curriculum can become less 

directive (Ibid.). Similarly, as self-directed students, they should have the capacity to:  

- identify and establish meaningful goals for their own sake of learning;  

- acquire and use a broad range of learning strategies suited to different learning 

assignments;  

- work independently as well as with others in order to attain their education goals; 

and, 

-  persist and overcome impediments to finally achieve their learning purposes 

(Ibid.). 

Rovai's model encompasses various factors that influence students to stay. In other 

words, the deficiency of these persistence factors may be the causes of attrition (in both 

internal: as consistency and clarity of online programmes, policies, and procedures; self-

esteem; identification with the college; social integration; and access to support services; and 

external frameworks: finances, hours of employment, family responsibilities, outside 

encouragement) (2003). 

Rovai emphasized the role of meaningful social interaction in distance courses even 

though these courses are designed with interactive learning purposes. On that matter, his 

CPM (2003) offers a list of skills students need in order to endure academically which include 

a basic knowledge of computer literacy, information literacy, time management, reading and 

writing, and computer-based interaction (Park et al., 2011). Therefore, the lack of ability and 

facility in any of these skills could hinder learners from completing academic success, affecting 

their persistence rates. Rovai (2003) correlates such skills with the school and the 

interpersonal relations as key in terms of persistence factors. In fact, he claims, being a part 

of a specific educational or orientation programme could build interpersonal relationships and 

make the students internalise both the values and purpose of the institution at which they are 

studying (Ibid.).  

In distance-learning situations, the logistics of a real-time, mandatory, and full-day 

orientation programme become more complex (Park et al., 2011), but there is technology 

accessible that could help and turn those gatherings of distance-learning to similar positive 

consequences. Overall, Rovai's model underscores the importance of maintaining a positive 
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student self- esteem, as well as its relation to an optimal institutional commitment, which 

would eventually induce to student success (2003).   

aƻǊŜƻǾŜǊΣ wƻǾŀƛΩǎ /ta όнллоύ lists the role of expert advisors, or the practice of 

advising, as a critical factor to the student's attrition. Park et al. (2011) suggested an upgrade 

of Rovai's CPM model that embraced computer literacy, information literacy, and computer-

based interaction skills, as this inclusion would suppose a great advantage in the studies of 

persistence. 

hƴŎŜ ƳƻǊŜΣ wƻǾŀƛΩǎ ƳƻŘŜƭ όнллоύΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǎǘƛƴƎ and expansion of this model by 

Packham et al. (2004), and later by Park (2007) ς as presented in the coming section, confirm 

ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ƻƴŜ ŦŀŎǘƻǊ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŘǊƻǇƻǳǘΣ ōǳǘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ 

of reasons, notion that also emerges from the results obtained in the present research. What 

seems clear in all the models reviewed until now is that social integration is a common 

denominator of most theories, and therefore, should be taken into account for future studies.  

2.2.8 Packham, Jones, Miller and Thomas Conceptual Framework  

Packham et al. (2004) focused their study on an e-College course in the UK, where they 

initially established two fundamental factors: student motivation and commitment. From 

their study, grounded in the ideas of Rovai (2003), their obtained results correlate and develop 

findings from McVay-Lynch (2002), and Diaz (2002). Packham et al. (2004) determined eight 

primary reasons for student attrition in undergraduate courses with non-traditional students, 

which they divided in intrinsic and extrinsic.  

These factors include intrinsic: internal course related barriers, such as Ψtechnical 

issues, assessment, and readiness for the courseΩ; and, eȄǘǊƛƴǎƛŎΥ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ Ψacademic profile, 

family situation, employment and nature of job, and available study timeΩ (Ibid., 340).  

The way they connect different items is shown in the Figure 2.6. 
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Figure 2.6Υ tŀŎƪƘŀƳ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΩǎ όнллпύ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎ ǘƻ 

learning on an online programme. 

The framework presents two aspects that differ from others previously presented. 

FirstlyΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƭŀƛƳ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ŀ ΨŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛǎƳΩ όIbid., 340) which entails 

recruitment, induction, support and management issues, virtual learning environment 

reliability and student support (Ibid.). Secondly, it aims at classifying factors as a way to show 

transparency from institutions in attrition related issues.  

Continuing tŀŎƪƘŀƳ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΩǎ ƛŘŜŀǎ and conceptual framework, Park (2007) conducted 

a revision and reshaped some of the conclusions obtained by Rovai (2003) and Packham et al. 

(2004). This final review presents the base of the theoretical framework used by investigation, 

and it is presented below. 
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2.2.9 tŀǊƪΩǎ CǊŀƳŜǿork 

tŀǊƪΩǎ όнллтύ framework is used by this study as a framework of reference for several 

reasons: 

1. The audience of the courses this framework is aimed at: non-traditional students, 

as a continuation of Bean and Metzner (1985) definition that suggested that it 

entailed students over the age of 24 years old; which Rovai (2003) later expanded, 

including other characteristics such as family and work responsibilities.  

2. It explores specifically online learning, and not just distance-learning as initial 

attempts such as Garrison (1987). Although tŀǊƪΩǎ ƳƻŘŜƭ όнллтύ is aimed at HE, or 

school/high school level, this is the model that explores the most similar context 

to the one investigated in this research.  

3. It is a model that encompasses that of Rovai (2003) ς the most complete model 

conceived for online learning and non-traditional students up to date, and it is 

based on the two pillar theories of student attrition: Tinto (1975, 1993) and Bean 

ŀƴŘ aŜǘȊƴŜǊΩǎ όмфурύ.  

4. TƘŜ ǊŜǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ wƻǾŀƛΩǎ όнллоύ ƳƻŘŜƭ ōȅ tŀǊƪ όнллтύ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ōȅ 

Packham et al. (2004), and a difference between factors that he identified as prior 

to the course, and during the course; which falls in line with the data collection 

tools used for the present study, the way results are discussed, and the final 

conclusions.    

!ǎ ǎǘŀǘŜŘΣ tŀǊƪΩǎ ƳƻŘŜƭ ƛǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ wƻǾŀƛΩǎ ƳƻŘŜƭ όнллоύΣ ŜȄǇƭƻǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

had been made until 2007 from DŀǊǊƛǎƻƴΩǎ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ όмфутύ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ ƻƴ distance-learning, updating 

their view on the matter of attrition. In her model, Park categorised factors as per the CPM; 

however, she ŎƭŀƛƳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻŘŜƭΩǎ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǊŜ-considered (2007).  

Park acknowledged four different factors, but asserted that some variables cannot be 

applied to attrition since there is little empirical evidence supporting those claims (2007). She 

reviews the four factors as follows: learner characteristics prior to the class, where she 

ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘƘŜ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎ ƛǎ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ƳƛƴƻǊ ƻǊ ƛƴŘƛǊŜŎǘΩ όIbid., 30). 

To this, there are opinions on both sides of the argument. On the one hand Jun (2005) 

Meneger-Beeley (2004), Packham et al. (2004), or Brown (1996) claim that learner 

characteristics (such as age, ethnicity, gender, employment status, and socio economic group 

as the most cited within the literature) are factors related to student persistence.  On the 

other hand, Kember et al. (1994) established these characteristics have only an indirect impact 
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on attrition, as they primarily affect social and academic variables. Similarly, Willging and 

Johnson (2004) established that demographic variables, mainly numeric, cannot describe the 

complexity of persistence or attrition, and therefore, cannot predict student decisions. Levy 

(2007) in his empirical study on the impact of demographic characteristics on dropouts in e-

learning courses, concluded that these personal characteristics were not significantly different 

amongst successful students and dropouts (p. 198); and lastly, Park and Choi (2009) also 

ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŘǊƻǇ ƻǳǘ ŀƴŘ 

this caƴ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŀǎ ǘǊƛǾƛŀƭΩ όǇΦ 215).  

Secondly, student skills prior to the class recognised to be necessary for effective 

distance-learning: computer literacy, information literacy, time management, reading and 

writing, and, computer-based interaction (Cole, 2000); which need further empirical research 

to be included in the framework. 

External factors, which almost all models until this date acknowledge as a significant 

factor toward attrition (Bean and Metzner, 1985; Tinto, 1993; Rovai, 2003; Kember, 1985), 

and are even more Ψrelevant amongst non-traditƛƻƴŀƭ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎΩ όtŀǊƪ, 2007: 30) are also 

ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ƛƴ tŀǊƪΩǎ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ. These, however, tend to be connected with internal factors, 

accelerating the process of student departure (Tinto 1993, Rovai, 2003; Parker, 2007). Park 

(2007) asserts that amongst the external factors gathered in the literature such as family 

responsibilities, life crisis, hours of employment, etc., time is the most frequently cited factor 

(Packham et al., 2004; Willging and Johnson, 2004; Chyung, 2001; Levy, 2007).  

Internal factors are another commonly agreed issue impacting persistence from early 

models (Tinto, 1993; Bean and Metzner, 1985). Rovai (2003) included the notion of student 

needs, and Packham et al. (2004) introduced the empirical results necessary to include CD 

(Zielinski, 2000) as a critical element (amount of coursework, assignments, etc.). Parker (2007) 

concludes internal issues as a key aspect of the framework because of the following reasons: 

- lack of support and difficulty in getting in touch with tutors (Brown, 1996), 

- lack of interaction,  

- lack of technical support,  

- the learning environment, or learning style difference (Willging et al., 2004), and,  

- ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴ ό/ƘȅǳƴƎ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нллмΤ WǳƴΣ нллрύΦ 

tŀǊƪǎΩ ƳƻŘŜƭ therefore, presents a combination of theories and factors from several 

ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭƻǿ ŀ ŘŜŜǇ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜΦ {ƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅΣ tŀǊƪΩǎ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ 
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allows for a logical and timely evaluation of the different factors, as shown by the 

representation of the model in Figure 2.7.  

 

Figure 2.7Υ tŀǊƪΩǎ όнллтύ ǘƘŜƻǊŜǘƛŎŀƭ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ŦƻǊ ŀŘǳƭǘ ŘǊƻǇƻǳǘ ƛƴ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΦ  

2.2.10 Later Studies on Persistency and Attrition 

Many authors have tried to empirically establish which factors have influenced the 

decision of a student to leave an online course. Those factors that were not included within a 

model, but rather tested in isolation or in sets, are reviewed here. This last section is included 

to allow a full picture of factors that failed to integrate within a model, however, are still 

present, and relevant. This section aids the idea that explaining the attrition phenomenon is 

a difficult task.  

It could be said that the context of ²ŀƴƎ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΩǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ όнллоύ ƛǎ the most similar to that 

of my study up to date. They worked with students and the sponsoring organisations, and 

used the similar data collection tools but in a different order. They concluded factors that 

contributed to e-learning completion such as: personal motivation, interesting learning 

interactions, mandatory company completion policies, and, online instructors follow-up (Ibid., 

4). Similarly, Wang et al. (2003: 4-5) determined Ψseveral factors influencing dropoutsΩ: lack of 

motivation, instructional design-related factors, learning style mismatch, time conflicts with 

work and family commitments, organisational support and learning what one needed to know 

before the end of the course. 

Moody (2004) established that students perceived online learning as easier, however, 

failed to understand the full requirements and the expectations of doing a course online, and 
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the need to adjust to this type of learning (Chakraborty and Nafykho, 2015). In fact, Moody 

ǳǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ΨŎƻƴǾŜƴƛŜƴŎŜΩ όнллпΥ 206), naming this the principal reason why students 

choose online as opposed to other modes of delivery. However, she claims, online requires a 

bigger effort than students anticipated. Similarly, she points out other factors such as the need 

for three types of interaction: learner-content (LC); learner-instructor (LI); and learner-learner 

(LL) (Ibid., 207). Other aspects highlighted as reasons comprise difficulties with technology and 

the need for a constructivist approach to learning within a community.  

Other authors such as Yukselturk and Inan (2006) include the different responsibilities 

students have to adjust when moving from F2F instruction to online, as the latter comes with 

different responsibilities, and a different sense of accountability. They also mention 

motivation, and how it tends to decrease over time in online learning environments, becoming 

a factor toward student departure, similar to the results obtained in my study. In addition, 

personal reasons such as lack of time, and external commitments, they claim, also play a role. 

Lastly, in their study, they found that participants were happy with the connection they 

established with their instructors although, there was a need for further support, and 

individual feedback. In agreement with the need for further support and feedback, Herbert 

(2006) adds the need for immediacy in staff responses. Similar to Yukselturk and Inan (2006), 

and Moody (2004), Herbert found that students had a need to be connected to the faculty, 

who claimed, should ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƴŜŜŘǎ (2006). He concluded that if the course 

ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ƳŀǘŎƘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ decreased, leading to 

motivational loss, and consequently, to withdrawal (Ibid.). Lastly, Herbert included 

ŘŜƳƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎǎ ŀǎ ŀ ŦŀŎǘƻǊ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŘŜǇŀǊǘǳǊŜΣ ǳƴƭƛƪŜ [ŜǾȅ όнллтύΣ ǿƘƻ ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ 

demographics were not a firm factor to determine student withdrawal, and neither was LOC. 

Levy found, however, that student dissatisfaction was the main factor for students to leave, 

along with a higher tendency for departure found in students less experienced in online 

learning, opposed to more experienced learner, and, lack of time (2007).  

García Teske determines courses cost-efficiency as a prime factor for students 

(2007:1), a factor that gains importance in later years (Cotos, 2011; Li, 2017). In his study, 

García Teske concludes three main factors: course content/materials ς its complexity and time 

required; course accessibility in terms of the technology used; and communication with the 

tutor as ΨfacilitatorΩ (2007: 12). In agreement with DŀǊŎƝŀ ¢ŜǎƪŜΩǎ ǎǘǳŘȅΣ DƻƴȊłƭŜȊΣ /ŀǎŀǊŀǾƛƭƭŀ 

and Fernández (2017) concluded from their researched that students abandoned because the 

training ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ƳŀǘŎƘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ς ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƘƛƎƘ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎΤ the lack 
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of motivation and incentives and time to do the course; personal commitments; and, the lack 

of flexibility regarding feedback. Some of these factors had not yet been included in previous 

models, and continue to add to the difficulty in establishing the reasons why students decide 

to stop their learning.  

Park and Choi (2009) affirm that student dissatisfaction is the main reason for student 

departure. They link satisfaction to students working on quality (Esteban et al., 2016) and 

relevant content to their lives: their jobs, experiences or prior knowledge. Park and Choi also 

introduce a new factor: a reward (e.g., an incentive or a certificate) (2009). Their study 

concluded that individual characteristics were not to be taken into account to predict student 

attainment. However, they asserted that internal factors such as CD had to be constantly 

reviewed and changed in light of external factors affecting students (Park and Choi, 2009). This 

is also another connection not seen before in persistency or attrition models.  

Similar to the idea of relevant content, Street (2010) develops the concept of perceived 

usefulness, establishing that participants need a relevant CD to their needs. She connects 

external factors with academic factors, motivation, and student support ς where students 

who fail to see the relevance in course content, lack motivation and notice inadequate support 

become non-persisters (p. 3-4). Other authors highlighting student dissatisfaction, lack of 

motivation and lack of interaction as prime factors are Rostaminezhad, Mozayani, Norozi and 

Iziy (2013); who also include self-regulation as a factor. They claim that those students who 

need to improve their self-regulatory skills, but fail to do so, are more inclined toward 

departure.  

Regarding LOC, Lee, Choi and Kim (2013) differentiate between external and academic 

LOC, with the former, they claim, counting as a factor for withdrawal, but not the latter. They 

also discarded external support such as that provided by family or friends, self-efficacy and 

management skills as factors. On the other hand, they highlight the need to understand 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ LOC ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƴŜŜŘǎ ό±ƛƭƭŀǊǊŜŀƭ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлммύΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǎǳǊŜ 

they all have the necessary skills to take the course, as the contrary is a factor toward attrition 

(Lee et al., 2013).  

  Shaw, Burrus and Ferguson (2016) determine that LOC was not a factor as a conclusion 

of their investigation; however, they found other factors affecting student departure ς also 

included in previous studies. For instance, they include: lack of tutor and holistic support, lack 

of reasons to enrol ς ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ǇǊƻŀŎǘƛǾŜ ŦŀŎǳƭǘȅ ŀǘǘǳƴŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƴŜŜŘǎΣ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ 

feedback (Hedge, 2013), procrastination as a personal attribute, and verbal and physical 
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learning styles (Shaw et al., 2016). These are factors somehow explored in the present study, 

since items such as learning style and student support appear to be important in connection 

to student (dis)continuation. To my knowledge, from these later studies to the present, no 

new factors have been presented. Research has rather focused in the way factors interact; 

therefore, this concludes my review of models and factors that lead to persistency or attrition, 

and, I move to talk about the specific characteristics of the type of training offered in the 

investigated courses: CT. 

2.3 Corporate training 

The investigated language training belongs to CT, since they aim at ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŜǎΩ 

preparation on a specific skill, often required at the workplace (Tahir, 2002). The nature of this 

training along with its aims, helps define the conceptual framework of the present study.  

In this section, I present the advantages and disadvantages of online courses for CT, to 

understand why TCs have chosen this methodology. Similarly, I introduce the concept of 

Corporate English Training (CET) and its variants, and how it leads to the consideration of the 

ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ƴŜŜŘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜΩǎ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛon.  

Technology has not only revolutionised the way we communicate, but also the way 

companies conduct business, and the way those corporations provide training to their 

employees (Bonk, 2002; Galloway, 2005). The financial benefits of e-learning aimed at CT are 

undeniable (Liaw, Huang, and Chen, 2007), which is why historically there has been a change 

towards more inclusion of training for employees ς ƛƴ ǘƛƳŜǎ ƻŦ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜΣ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ 

training was one of the initial cuts made to budgets. However, this trend has changed as 

ΨōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎ ώǿƘƻϐ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǊƻƭŜ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ Ŏŀƴ Ǉƭŀȅ ƛƴ ŀŎƘƛŜǾƛƴƎ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ 

ƎƻŀƭǎΩ όCŀƘŜǊǘȅΣ нллоΥ 2). In her paper, Strother (2002) highlights some numbers in 

representation of how much corporations have saved in CT, immensely due to the number of 

students that can be enrolled on the same course at the same time via online learning 

(Arkorful and Abaidoo, 2015; Macpherson, Elliot, Harris and Homan, 2004).  

There are several reasons besides the financial benefits for corporations to choose e-

learning as a tool that is increasing in numbers (Faherty, 2003). Some highlighted benefits are 

for instance the possibility to self-pace the process of learning (Twigg, 2002), its convenience, 

the variety of available content, or the standardised delivery (Strother, 2002). Many 

advantages evolve around the idea of flexibility in delivery, learning, and time and space 

(Macpherson, Elliot, Harris and Homan (2004). That flexibility is connected to the idea that 

learning online is a user-centred approach (Twigg, 2002; Arkorful and Abaidoo, 2015; Faherty, 
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нллоύΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ŦƻǊ Ŏƻƴǘƛƴǳƻǳǎ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ƛǘǎ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭƛǎŜŘ ŎŀǊŜ ŦƻǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ 

needs (Marc, 2002; Arkorful and Abaidoo, 2015). Similarly, learners gain from geographical 

and time independence (Borstorff and Lowe, 2007; Smedley, 2010; Arkorful and Abaidoo, 

2015; Macpherson et al., 2004). Furthermore, content distribution and delivery can be wider, 

and it becomes an easier process (Faherty, 2003), bringing savings in terms of time and 

finances (teachers and/or students do not have to spend time travelling to a designated 

location) (Arkorful and Abaidoo, 2015; Macpherson et al., 2004).  

Hornos, Montes, Hurtado, Abad (2006) include several advantages to this type of 

training, supported by other academics. For instance, online CT allows for shorter sessions, 

that are easier to process for participants, and increment content retention (Arkorful and 

Abaidoo, 2015), with more up to date content, more interaction or collaboration amongst 

students (Ibid.). It also stimulates critical thinking, and it is claimed that students on online 

courses in CT have less fear of making mistakes (Algahtani, 2011). When it comes to results, it 

is claimed to include higher passing rates compared to F2F, higher satisfaction, and lower 

stress rates (Algahtani, 2011; Amer, 2007). Additionally, results show an improvement in 

workers productivity, increased staff and clientele loyalty, shortened adaptation time for new 

employees, more efficiency and quicker implementation of new policies and quality assurance 

systems, and the easiness to create training communities (Arkorful and Abaidoo, 2015).  

Despite the plethora of existing benefits, this type of learning also presents a number 

of disadvantages. Several studies identify shortcomings of e-learning (Klein and Ware, 2003; 

Hameed et al., 2008 Almosa, 2002; Akkoyuklu and Soylu, 2006; Marc, 2002; or Dowling, 

Godfrey and Gyles, 2003) that apply to CT. Weaknesses include the lack of human interaction, 

which leads to participants needing strong motivation (Macpherson et al., 2004) and time 

management skills; asynchrony in clarifications and explanations; a potential negative effect 

on the improvement of communication and socialisation skills; the limited role of instructors 

as managers of the educational process; or the openness to cheating behaviours in 

assessments (piracy, copy and paste, etc.) (Arkorful and Abaidoo, 2015).  

Distribution to wider audiences can be included as an advantage; however, it is also 

noted that it might not be as such since this type of learning fails to address issues of learner 

styles (Honey and Mumford, 1992; Macpherson et al., 2004). It is also believed that it is not 

effective for all disciplines such as those that require a more hands-on approach (Arkorful and 

Abaidoo, 2015), which raises the question as to whether it is suitable for language learning on 

its own. Similarly, the opportunity for more communication and the creation of communities 
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can be an advantage, or on the contrary, a hindrance since students have to overcome the 

hurdle of isolation and working behind a device on their own (Macpherson et al., 2004). This 

issue, which up to date has been addressed by many using Lave ŀƴŘ ²ŜƴƎŜǊΩǎ (1991) theory 

of Communities of Practice, which allows for online support and interaction, might hide 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǘǊǳŜ ƴŜŜŘǎ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ όaŀŎǇƘŜǊǎƻƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нллпύΦ  

Another downside of e-learning in CT is that IT resources are not only necessary, but 

also frequently scarce (Faherty, 2003). This means that all participants must have access to 

the necessary hardware and software, and to a reliable internet connection. Similarly, 

participants need ǘƻ ŦŜŜƭ ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŎƘƻǎŜƴ delivery tools (Ibid.). 

Harris, Logan and Lundy (2001) point out that technology is rapidly changing, requiring 

updated skills for learning participants, and teaching staff. Similarly, another disadvantage of 

online courses arising from their large and wide distribution is the quality of their content 

(Macpherson et al., 2004; Dobbs, 2000). CT courses often use generic content, which does not 

fit corporate audiences (Faherty, 2003), highlighting the importance of personalised content 

and teaching materials (Warner, 1999) to avoid students losing interest. 

Some academics such as Mayes (2006) argue that e-learning might be best as a support 

device for existing methods of learning, such as F2F. Mackperson et al. (2004) suggest that on 

its own, it might focus too much on cost and flexibility, consequently ignoring the possibilities 

that technology offers to create a stimulating leaning environment. Despite of all the 

presented disadvantages, and others that can be found for more specific purposes of e-

learning, there are those such as Almosa (2002) who see the benefits of this learning method, 

and encourages to search for means to decrease its disadvantages.  

The investigated courses fit within CT, but more particularly, they belong to CET. 

Several theories inform CET study: a) ESP: English for Specific Purposes, b) ESL: English as a 

Second Language, c) second language learning, d) learner autonomy, e) communicative 

competence development, f) workplace training and learning, g) adult education, h) 

continuous professional development, and i) lifelong learning (Xie, 2016). Therefore, this 

aspect of the research comprises a multidisciplinary conceptual framework. These theories 

informing CET study informed some of the questions created in the questionnaires; for 

example, those relating to motivation to study, or goals to be attained with the training. 

Overall, CT ς as a type of training programme specific to corporations, needs to be 

evaluated to determine its effectiveness (Kirkpatrick and Kirkpatrick, 2006). As a first step to 

ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳ ǎǳŎƘ ŀƴ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴΣ ΨǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ǳǎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ 
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ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘΩ ό·ƛŜΣ нлмсΥ 13). These characteristics of the nature of English use is understood as 

Language for Specific Purposes (LSP), more particularly, within ESP; English for Business 

Purposes (EBP); English for Occupational Purposes (EOP) together with Vocational English as 

a Second Language (VESL). These all share common curriculum characteristics. 

ESP is understood asΥ Ψ9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ŀǎ ŀ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ the goal of the learners is 

ǘƻ ǳǎŜ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ƛƴ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ŘƻƳŀƛƴΩ (Paltridge, 2012: 179). As per the level of specificity of 

the courses, Ψit can varyΩ from low to high (Basturkmen, 2010: 55). There are subdivisions of 

ESP such as EBP, EOP or VESL, which can also be classified in other subdivisions (Xie, 2016). 

Corporate English is also seen in the literature as workplace English. More particularly, in US 

contexts it ƛǎ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ Ψ9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ŦƻǊ ²ƻǊƪΩ ƻǊ Ψ9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ²ƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜΩΤ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦Y ƛǘ ƛǎ ǎŜŜƴ 

as Ψ9{h[ ŦƻǊ ²ƻǊƪΩΦ ¢ƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ¦{ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ¦Y ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ 

concept is linked to the type of profession and the level of skill required ς in the US it is related 

to highly skilled roles, whereas in the UK it is associated to less skilled professions (Xie, 2016). 

However, in Spain, as it is the case for other countries, Ψthere is no such a difference in the use 

of those termsΩ (Krzanowski, 2011: 1). 

In order to deliver a course that falls into the category of LSP and more specifically, 

ESP, the needs of participants are to be defined clearly. These needs tend to be made Ψspecific 

when a course is aimed at a specific audienceΩ, such as lawyers, nurses, etc. (Basturkmen and 

Elder, 2005: 672). However, these are more difficult to identify when the course is Ψnot 

intended for a defined audienceΩ (Hyland, 2009: 201). 

According to Mackay (1981: 3-4), the development of LSP, in this case, ESP, includes 

Ψseveral stepsΩ. Initially, comes the pre-programme development, to define the educational 

decisions that need to be addressed, and how to go about the programme development. 

Following this comes the information gathering stage, which includes goal specification, 

production, teacher training, trial, programme maintenance and quality assurance. Studies on 

the evaluation of training programmes agree that information on the needs of participants is 

gathered in an initial assessment stage, which helps shape the curriculum, and it is followed 

by the CD (Kirkman et al., 2006). 

This preliminary assessment is also known as an Initial Training Needs Analysis (ITNA), 

and is considered as a key element when it comes to designing corporate courses (Xie, 2016; 

Kirkman, Lowe, and Gibson, 2006), linking to the section on curriculum design. It allows to 

identify ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀƴŘ ŜƴŀōƭŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ΨŜŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘΣ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƴƎΩ ŦƻǊ 

participants (Basturkmen and Elder, 2005: 673). In case there is already English training in 
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place, the ITNA serves as Ψguidance for upgrading and enhancing the existing programmeΩ 

(Tessmer, McCann and Ludvigsen, 1999: 86; Kirkman et al., 2006). 

Besides the ITNA before the beginning of the course, there is a need to evaluate a 

training programme as a whole, which allows to see what aspects need to improve, and how. 

Therefore, CT programme evaluation is considered next.  

2.3.1 Evaluating Programmes in Corporate Training 

Organisations have to make sure that their financial resources adequately placed, and 

that their training programmes are cost-effective (Strother, 2002; Macpherson et al., 2004). 

Several models can be used to evaluate CT programmes, however, the literature tends to 

ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǘƘŀǘ YƛǊƪǇŀǘǊƛŎƪΩǎ CƻǳǊ [ŜǾŜƭ ƳƻŘŜƭ, from 1979, is still relevant to this day 

(Strother, 2002; Faherty, 2003; Philips, 2003; Xie, 2016). Although this model has constantly 

been recognised as useful, scholars and ǇǊŀŎǘƛǘƛƻƴŜǊǎΩ alike comment on the difficulty and the 

time-consuming nature of implementing all four levels (Reio, Rocco, Smith and Chang, 2017). 

KirkpatrickΩǎ ƳƻŘŜƭ was later supported and expanded by Phillips (2003) who added a fifth 

level. This additional level does not apply to the present context since it has to do with the 

calculation of the return on investment generated by the training (Faherty, 2003) ς not 

applicable to determine discontinuation. 

Kirkpatrick and Kirkpatrick (2006: 17) acknowledge three main reasons to evaluate training 

programmes: 

a) Justify the existence and budget of a training department. 

b) Decide whether to (dis)continue a training programme. 

c) Gain information on how to improve future training programmes. 

Those three reasons complement the understanding of the question studied under this 

research, when these reasons are looked at through the lens of the discontinuation issue. 

This model includes four different levels: reaction, learning, behaviour, and results. 

Kirkpatrick and Kirkpatrick defined them to evaluate training programmes, and they claim that 

ΨŜŀŎƘ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŀƴŘ Ƙŀǎ ŀƴ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ƭŜǾŜƭΩ όнллсΥ 21).  

Kirkpatrick and KirƪǇŀǘǊƛŎƪΩǎ ƳƻŘŜƭ Ƙŀǎ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ criticisms based on the 

identification of problematic assumptions. However, to recognise those assumptions is 

necessary to understand the four levels.  

Reaction measures participants reactions to the training, which Kirkpatrick and Kirkpatrick 

ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ΨƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ƻŦ ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊ ǎŀǘƛǎŦŀŎǘƛƻƴΩ όнллсΥ 20). Related to the issue of 

retention, they state that reactions have to be positive and favourable if new customers are 
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to take part, and also for present customers to return to future programmes ς in essence, to 

continue to enrol (IbidΦΣ нмύΦ Lƴ YƛǊƪǇŀǘǊƛŎƪ ŀƴŘ YƛǊƪǇŀǘǊƛŎƪΩǎ ƳƻŘŜƭΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ 

as costumers, consequently, their reactions make or break a training programme (Ibid., 2), 

similar to the courses presented in this study.  

Learning ƛǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ΨŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎΣ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΣ 

and/or increase skill as a result of attending the programΩ (Ibid., 22). They assert that no 

learning has happened unless there is a change in behaviour, and change can be one or several 

of the following: attitudes change, knowledge increases, or skill improves (Ibid.). 

The third level, BehaviourΣ ƛǎ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ ΨǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ in behaviour has 

ƻŎŎǳǊǊŜŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘ ŀǘǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΩ όIbid., 22). For behaviour to 

occur, four conditions are to happen. The person must: have the desire to change; know what 

to do and how; work in the right climate; be rewarded for changingΩ (Ibid., 23). 

Lastly, ResultsΣ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ΨŦƛƴŀƭ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŎŎǳǊǊŜŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ 

ŀǘǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΩ όIbid., 25). It is highlighted that results are the very reason as to why 

training happens, whether these are to be short-term or long-term. Likewise, results should 

be the start for course planning (Ibid., 26). 

Amongst the criticism that this theory has received the first one relates to its 

implementation. This model appears to be hierarchical in nature, and the levels are arranged 

in ascending order (Reio et al., 2017); therefore, the higher levels are thus more valuable than 

the below levels, which could lead to potentially skipping the lower levels. However, 

Kirkpatrick and Kirkpatrick advise that skipping level one and two could lead to the wrong 

conclusion (2006). 

The second assumption assumes that the four levels are causally linked (Reio et al., 2017); 

meaning that learning happens if there are positive reactions ς level one (Ibid.), however, 

negative reactions do not lead to learningΦ YƛǊƪǇŀǘǊƛŎƪ ŀƴŘ YƛǊƪǇŀǘǊƛŎƪ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ 

reaction may not ensure learning, but negative reaction almost certainly reduces the 

Ǉƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ƻŎŎǳǊǊƛƴƎΩ όнллсΥ 22). 

The third assumption claims that the four levels are positively intercorrelated (Alligner et 

al., 1989). This reinforces the idea explained in the first assumption, and the need to evaluate 

Levels one and two ς reaction and learning, in case there is no change in behaviour in level 

three. Reio et al. also claim that evaluating lŜǾŜƭ ƻƴŜ ŀƴŘ ǘǿƻ Ψŀƭǎƻ ƳŀƪŜǎ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŜǎ ƳƻǊŜ 

accountable for their own learning and performance (2017: 37). 
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hƴŜ ƭŀǎǘ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛǎƳ ƛǎ .ǳǎƘƴŜƭƭΩǎ όмффлύ ŀǎǎŜǊǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ KirkpatrickΩǎ model focuses only on 

ǿƘŀǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴǎ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎΦ IŜ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ YƛǊƪǇŀǘǊƛŎƪΩǎ ƳƻŘŜƭ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ŦƛƴƛǎƘŜŘ 

product, that is, it works in retrospect ς from the moment a training programme is complete 

(Reio et al., 2017). This is one of the main ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ YƛǊƪǇŀǘǊƛŎƪΩǎ ƳƻŘŜl is presented as means 

that corporations can use to assess training programmes. In this investigation data was 

collected at two stages via questionnaires: 1) as an in-course evaluation; and, 2) as a post-

course evaluation ς with this later questionnaire mŀǘŎƘƛƴƎ YƛǊƪǇŀǘǊƛŎƪΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΦ 

In sum, programme evaluation in CT is an important step to ensure that the ŎƭƛŜƴǘΩǎ goals 

and expectations are met, and therefore, they want to continue working with them. 

Additionally, it helps measure students learning, and whether a programme is cost-effective 

for training providers ς if the training does help students attain the necessary skills or 

knowledge, then the course will not be cost-effective. Because this investigation focuses on 

language courses, I will continue to address the reasons students choose to learn English.  

2.4 English Language Study 

Ψ[ŀƴƎǳŀƎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǳƴƭƛƪŜ ŀƴȅ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ǘŀǳƎƘǘ ƛƴ ŀ ŎƭŀǎǎǊƻƻƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜ ǘƘŜ 

acquisition of skills and behaviour patternǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩ 

(Gardner, 1985: 146). 

Because of the differentiating characteristics of language learning, such as the need 

for consistency and continuity in practicing the different skills (oral, written, etc.), the coming 

sections explore the reasons for students to study (English) language courses, the teaching 

and learning environment, including aspects of course and curriculum development, or 

learner support. Finally, I present my understanding of online language learning as a system, 

which provides the lens used to explain online language learning, and the understanding of 

these courses.  

One of the common themes of the above presented theories is ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ motivation 

to study. Due to the multidimensional nature of language learning, individuals have a variety 

of reasons to learn another language (Bailey, Almusharraf and Hatcher, 2021). Different 

groups require different motivation strategies to enrol and continue onto a language course 

(Kormos and Csizér, 2008). 

Gallagher-Brett (2004) categorised the main reasons people decide to study English 

into: citizenship, communication, economic, social and political dimension, democracy, 

diversity, employability, environmental sustainability, equal opportunities, globalisation, 

identity, intercultural competence, international dimension, key skills, language awareness, 
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mobility/travel, multilingualism, personal and social development of the individual, and, 

values. I explore specific reasons for language learning that provide a platform to understand 

why students decide to enrol on English language courses, and explore if these motives are 

connected to their reasons to discontinue.  

{ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǎǘǳŘȅ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ can be categorised into intrinsic 

(integrative or internal) (Bailey et al., 2021) and extrinsic (instrumental or external) (Vallerand, 

1997). Extrinsic motivation, or instrumental orientation as defined by Gardner (1985) (also 

called external by other authors such as Woolfork (2001)), understands that the language that 

the individual is learning is a tool meant to be useful for the self (Vallerand, 1997). It focuses 

on the reward that comes from learning that language (Woolfork, 2001). These usefulness or 

reward can be for instance to get a pay raise, or, to gain access to an MA programme at 

University. Extrinsic motivation behaviours also relate to the will to avoid punishment, or gain 

social recognition. Students extrinsically motivated tend to have a high level of dependency 

on teachers (González-Peiteado and Rodríguez-López, 2017).  

Intrinsic motivation (Bailey et al., 2021), also called integrative orientation (Gardner, 

1985), or internal (Woolfork, 2001), focuses on the desire to acquire the linguistic register 

used by the speaking community of the target language, to eventually become a part of that 

community (Finegan, 1994), and for the pleasure and incentive of learning (Woolfork, 2001). 

Intrinsic motivation is knowledge-oriented, where satisfaction comes from goal attainment, 

which leads to higher professional competence (González-Peiteado and Rodríguez-López, 

2017; Bailey et al., 2021).   

A different categorisation was done by Balboni (2008) when he identified three prime 

motivations for language studying: duty, need and pleasure. He divides duty into hetero-

directed, where it is introduced by external factors such as a degree where that language or 

content is required; and self-directedΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŎƭŀƛƳŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŦƻǊ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜ ΨŀǾƻƛŘ ŀ 

ōŀŘ ƛƳǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴΣ ǇǳƴƛǎƘƳŜƴǘ ƻǊ ŀ ōŀŘ ƳŀǊƪΩ όCǊƛǎǘŀŎƘƛΣ нлмр-2016: 13). Balboni claims, duty, 

does not lead to meaningful or durable learning (Balboni, 2008). Need, which he connects to 

individual or personal goals, is considered strong, but potentially limited by the fact that when 

the need has been satisfied, the interest will be lost. In sum, need can be momentary. 

Pleasure, on the other hand, is considered the strongest motivation, as it potentially never 

ends. Pleasure brings positive emotions to the self, which are claimed to be one the main 

motivators (Balboni, 2008).  



64 
 

Many classifications exist; however, they all have in common that language learning 

students need to have the right reasons to study (González-Peiteado and Rodríguez-López, 

2017). Table 2.2 shows Motivation Typology according to Vallerand (Vallerand, 2017), 

presenting a summary of the types and subtypes of motivation. The characteristics of the 

types of motivation allow for a clearer understanding of student behaviour.  

 

 

Table 2.2: in González-Peiteado and Rodríguez-López (нлмтύΣ ŀŘŀǇǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ±ŀƭƭŜǊŀƴŘΩǎ 

(2017) Motivation Typology.  

This table shows a variety of reasons for students to learn and how some of those 

present a tendency to learning departure. 

I now explore the teaching and learning environment of the investigated courses, to 

provide a wider understanding of how language teaching is delivered.  

2.4.1 Teaching and Learning  

Times are changing for HE, Rovai (2004) claim, and it could be argued that this 

transformation is taking place in education as a whole, as many publications in Europe have 

shown in the last few years (Saar and Ure, 2013; Volles, 2016). The teaching and learning 

ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜ Ƙŀǎ ŜǾƻƭǾŜŘ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎΩ ǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŦƻǊ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǿŀȅǎ ƻŦ 
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delivering their content, and their attempt to a different type of student, generating an 

incrementing number of combinations for teaching and learning modes (Kanuka and Conrad, 

2003). From the de-emphasis on delivering instruction and the importance placed on 

producing learning to using technology and media to widen DE, and Ψaccentuating the 

importance of collectivityΩ (Ibid., 1), we are witnessing a transformation of education as a 

whole, and therefore, new terms have to be used to describe new processes (Ibid.). As new 

developments in education occur, and technology is introduced in the different processes, it 

is inevitable that the language expands and adapts (Baron, 2000). E-learning has signified a 

shift in the delivery of complete learning programmes, as it refers to the use of digital 

technologies (Cabero Almenara, 2006) and sets the foundation for teaching modalities that 

differ from classroom teaching. The investigated courses are an example of this: until recent 

years, these English courses were only delivered F2F, and have now moved to online delivery. 

The European Commission has also made an emphasis in making education an opportunity 

for all in their European Education Area, with specific resources and emphasis on formal and 

informal learning activities for general and vocational learning in their adult learning section 

(European Education Area, 2022).  

The meaning of e-learning for education does not lie in its technical dimension (e.g., 

the platform used), but rather in the control and meaning allotted to a series of variables such 

as: the way contents are offered, the electronic activities delivered, the role of the teacher 

and the students, the synchronic and asynchronic communication instruments implemented 

along with their application in teaching, the didactic strategies implemented, the attention 

paid to organisational features, etc. (Cabero Almenara, 2006). However, the disparities around 

technology-ƳŜŘƛŀǘŜŘ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴΣ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎΩ ǾƛŜǿǎ ƻƴ Ŝ-learning express similarities, especially 

around the electronic component of this delivery method. Bates et al. (2005) argue that e-

learning encompasses any form of telecommunications and computer-based learning, 

therefore, Bates et al. believe that all activities are centralized by means of computerisation. 

Similarly, Zhang et al. (2004) claim that this model involves a technology-based type of delivery 

in which learning materials are distributed electronically to learners via a computer network. 

In this case, they focus on the mode of distribution of materials via a computer system, and in 

terms of delivery, they reach a wider population, and allow for technology to be used. In other 

words, these authors define e-learning in terms of technology, agreeing with Urdan and 

Weggen (2000) that e-learning includes computer applications and its processes. Also, authors 

as Dahlstrom et al. (2014), McGill and Hobbs (2008), Connolly et al. (2007), El Mansour and 
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Mupinga (2007), DeNeui and Dodge (2006) use the term of cyberspace technologies that have 

the role of supporting distance, F2F and blended processes of instruction and learning. 

Fishman et al. (2003) add that these technologies are usually mediated through intranet or 

the internet. Furthermore, most authors coincide and highlight the importance of e-learning 

systems in terms of improving performance (Rosenberg, 2001; Al-Adwan et al., 2013).  

It was claimed in 2001 that e-ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƘŀŘ ΨǘƘŜ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƻ ǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴƛǎŜ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛŎ 

ǘŜƴŜǘǎ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΩ όbŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ DƻǾŜǊƴƻǊǎ !ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ς NGA, Center for Best Practices, 2001: 3) 

in the years ahead, and has turned into a reality in our days. Moore and Kearsley (2012) claim 

that DE programmes are expected to grow at the expense of online education programmes, 

ǎƛƴŎŜ Ψǘƻ ǎǘŀȅ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛǾŜΣ organisations will have to contribute to the development of their 

ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƳƻǊŜ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǳǎƛƴƎ ŦŜǿŜǊ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎΩ όǇΦ 57). 

Similarly, 90% of business leaders anticipated online training in their businesses to increase in 

that same year (The New Learner, 2010).  

The large expansion in e-learning, scholars claim (Tiffin and Rajasingham, 1997; García, 

2007), is due to the actual teaching system's inability to respond to new necessities of a society 

that imposes several barriers that difficult learning processes. According to the Organic Law 

3/2020, of 29th December, Spanish residents have the obligation of studying English up to the 

completion of their secondary school years (usually 16 years old), but nothing beyond that. If 

individuals do not need English for their professional lives in the future, this is normally when 

they stop learning English due to several constraints.  Gallego and Martínez (2011) divide these 

issues or necessities into: geographical, time-related, and demand. Geographic problems 

relate to people who live in areas far from educational centres. These people have reduced 

chances of accessing education, therefore, access is facilitated by electronic content. In the 

same way, in densely populated cities there are people who want to continue learning, but 

the physical place where teaching is taught presents difficult access. There are also workers 

displaced by their companies to different geographical locations, which prevents continuity in 

their studies; or disabled people who may have problems when travelling to the learning 

establishments. The list could continue. What is then argued is the quality and suitability of 

the training provided to the masses, which follows either a structured tasks supporting 

cognitive approach (Heift and Nicholson, 2000; Pujolà, 2001); or an open-ended (usually 

project based) constructivist approach (Weasenforth and Biesenbach-Luca, 2002) regardless 

of their audience (Felix, 2003).  
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As per time-related necessities, Gallego and Martínez (2011) discuss that in person 

teaching requires establishing a schedule in which teachers and students meet and interact. 

However, there are many people who might be unable to go to a certain school during the 

arranged time. When those same people have time, the teaching centre may not be able to 

teach; creating a vicious circle of unavailability and therefore ensuing unfavourable to the 

learning achievements.  

Lastly, demand-related necessities pose difficulties to create and deliver training 

courses when local demands do not justify the effort or investment. The training actions aimed 

at small populations are hardly justified for a small number of potential students, although 

they have a great need to train or recycle in certain subjects. To this later point of demand 

(Ibid.) it could be added that the world population has grown exponentially, that more people 

are moving into cities where there is a need for jobs with a higher level of specialisation, and 

that the situation created by Covid-19 keeps on encouraging demand for online training.  

For students to attain the desired expertise in a foreign language, their institutions 

should invest time, exertion and notable resources in order to understand what students need 

to learn, and to accommodate for different learning styles (Al-Mahrooqi and Troudi, 2014). To 

be cost-effective, institutions in the business of language teaching endeavour to provide 

rigorous foreign language instruction, Al-Mahrooqi and Troudi claim (2014), to lessen the time 

required to learn the language. This explains the acute interest in merging different 

methodologies with instructional technologies that have the potential to stimulate learners 

and to answer effectively to their needs. Therefore, as Al-Mahrooqi and Troudi (2014) argue, 

ǘƻ ŀōƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŎŜǎǎƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ ƭƛŦŜƭƻƴƎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ όhΩbŜƛƭƭΣ {ƛƴƎƘ ŀƴŘ 

hΩ5ƻƴƻƎƘǳŜΣ нллпΥ 320) that institutions must assimilate technology to be able to meet the 

needs of knowledge-based societies, and consequently, endure the alterations in the current 

educational paradigms. Others such as Sherry (1995), acknowledged that DE technologies are 

expanding at an extremely rapid rate, yet claim that too often instructional designers and 

curriculum developers have become captivated by the latest technologies without assessing 

the underlying issues such as: learner characteristics and requirements, the influence of media 

upon the instructional development, the impartiality in terms of access to interactive delivery 

systems, and the new functions of teacher, site facilitators, and students in the distance-

learning method. In short, instructional designers and curriculum developers should take 

learners into account, to be able to meet their needs as students, and clients. 
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Notably, this rapidly changing of educational archetypes complicates the attempt to 

define current educational ecologies. Despite of these prompt changes, I explain, delimit and 

contrast available definitions based on relevant, contemporary literature to provide a clearer 

picture of what the different educational delivery methods that do not take place F2F are, 

based on this investigation.  

Examples of the different terms used for different, similar, or the same concepts are 

abundant within the literature: telematics, computer-mediated conferencing, tele-learning, 

virtual learning, hybrid learning, e-learning, online learning, distributed learning, distance-

learning, blended learning (BL), integrated distributed learning environments, or, open and 

flexible learning, (Kanuka and Conrad, 2003), to mention a few. 

Online learning is strictly tied to the understandings of e-learning. CALL (Computer 

Assisted Language Learning) brought advantages to both language learners and teachers (Al-

Al-Mahrooqi and Troudi, 2014). ICT (Information and Communication Technology) taking form 

as an e-learning environment, has permitted the incorporation of virtual and unconstrained 

multimedia learning resources from external sources into educational prospectuses and has 

made them accessible to students at any location in the world when the used device has 

internet access (Alsunbul, 2002). Thus, the usage of the internet allows a more active, 

conscious and cognitive learning where the student may access, evaluate and implement their 

own educational methods (García Esteban, 2015).  

Torsani (2016) outlines historical trends and consequent variabilities in CALL 

understandings, claiming that in the behaviourist phase (between the 50s-70s), computers 

were used to strategize and design drills and check grammatical correctness ς similar to the 

approach presented by Speexx 1.2.1 The Digital Learning Platform In the communicative 

phase (between the 70s-90s), computers counǘŜǊŦŜƛǘŜŘ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎΩ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴΤ ŀƴŘ, during the 

integrative phase, from the 90s onward, CALL embodied pragmatic and social characteristics 

of language, accentuating the use of Internet and multimedia as prime resources for teaching 

and learning. Furthermore, in linguistic and pedagogy-driven approaches (Ibid., 136), 

portrayals of linguistic objectives give importance to technological advances. This approach 

has been criticized ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳƴŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ŘƛƳƛƴƛǎƘŜǎ /![[ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ΨƳŜǊŜ ǘƻƻƭ ŦƻǊ ǘǊŀƴǎƳƛǘǘƛƴƎ 

ƭƛƴƎǳƛǎǘƛŎ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴǎ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ŦŀŎǘƻǊ ƛƴ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΩ όTorsani, 2016: 136). In 

other words, CALL is seen as the means for information exchange; however, neglecting the 

instructional element of the process. Consequently, the control of the learning is in the hands 

of the instructional designer, and not the learner or the teacher (Li, 2017). The advocates of 
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the alternative perspective, call for a symbiosis between linguistics and technology (Kelly and 

Antonio, 2016) to merge the best of both aspects into a grander methodology, which has been 

ǇǊƻǾŜƴ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻƴ ΨǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜΣ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ 

and language ƻǳǘǇǳǘΩ ό[ƛΣ нлмтΥ 43). A representation of the historical stages with regards to 

the use of technology for language teaching are represented in Table 2.3.  

 

Table 2.3: Four stages of technology enhanced language learning according to Li (2017: 14). 

Despite all disagreements regarding the teaching and learning process when using 

technology, there is consensus in literature regarding the prominence ascribed to CALL and its 

tracking capacity (Garrett, 1998). Monitoring student progress by tracking their behaviours 

when using CALL software has been used for various purposes (Fisher, 2007): discuss practical 

questions (e.g. the number of participants in chat sessions); stipulate evidence to make 

resolutions and judgments in terms of instructional design; offer insight on the critical 

question of learner autonomy and the requisite for learner training; assess software-

ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴǎΤ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǾƛŜǿǎ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǎŜƭŦ-reports in a more accurate and realistic framework; 

and overall extending academic understanding of learning behaviours online. Additionally, 

more control over student participation and involvement is possible. This allows refined 

possibilities to provide feedback and student support even when students are not asking for 

it.  

A number of factors (e.g., convenience, cost, learner expectations, 

technological/virtual developments, and rapidly fluctuating paradigms within education) 
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better or worse than a F2F, comparable learning setting depends on various factors, not on 

the delivery mode alone (Ibid.), and it is those factors that inform current research agendas 

and that demand scholarly exploration. In fact, as Blake (2009: 823) argues, to determine 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ƛǎ ōŜǎǘ ƛǎ ΨǘƘŜ ǿǊƻƴƎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΩΤ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘΣ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎ Ƴǳǎt inquire specific 

affordances of online or BL milieus, overall working to make online learning courses more 

effective and inclusive for all.  

DCALL ςDistance Computer Assisted Language Learningς (Lamy, 2004), differs from 

CALL as it ςliterallyς incorporates the notion of distance. The trademarks for DE are the 

separation of teacher and learner in space and/or time (Perraton, 1988), the independent 

control of learning by the student rather than the distant instructor (Jonassen, 1992), and non-

physical connection or communication between student and teacher, the relationship of 

whom is mediated by print or technology (Keegan, 1986; Garrison and Shale, 1987). These 

distinctive characteristics applies to the investigated courses. It also means that participants 

come to online courses with varied participatory learning experiences and need to find a new 

identity as an online learner in this new context. This identity, however, might be developed 

through the following learning means in e-learning settings. 

Synchronous e-learning comprises online studies through chat and videoconferencing 

(Yamagata-Lynch, 2014) in real-time; essentially functioning as a virtual classroom which lets 

students ask questions, and teachers to answer these live. This interaction-based learning 

encourages student association with their peers and is involved in the construction of their 

own student identity. Asynchronous (Palloff and Pratt, 2011) e-learning consists of coursework 

delivered via web, message boards posted on online forums and e-mail notifications. In these 

cases, students complete the course at their own tempo, using the virtual content as a support 

tool rather than it being the centre of the learning process, particularly within e-learning 

software or online interactive classes. 

The success of the educational community development in an asynchronous text-

based learning environment is often associated to how much participants feel present within 

the shared space (Yamagata-Lynch, 2014). Importantly, for many adults who partake in 

asynchronous online programmes, the progressive growth involved in understanding and 

becoming a participatory learner is a fully new experience (Arbaugh, 2004), and it could be 

said, a learning experience on its own merit. Most adults need to adapt to their responsibility 

as a learner and the way of understanding the role of the instructor. This can be a unique 

individualized process, Yamagata-Lynch (2014) claims, but in many cases previous to 
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becoming an operational and successful online learner, students need assistance in learning 

how to use technologies to manage their online course skills, circumnavigate course materials, 

and participate in suitable communication with other learners (Motteram and Forrester, 

2005). Eventually, to succeed in online programmes, students need time to realise how to 

make their online course related undertakings fit into their lives while handling other 

commitments as family and work (Muilenburg and Berge, 2005). A successful balance 

between those factors might be one of the keys to retention in online courses ς language 

related or not. 

Studies found that while involved in synchronous learning when including 

asynchronous learning, participants find a steady means of communication, feel inclined to 

stay on task, feel a better sense of participation, and tend to experience better task and course 

achievement rates (Chen and You, 2007; Hrastinski, 2010). The two (synchronous and 

asynchronous), nonetheless, are not exclusive. In fact, in Yamagata-LynchΩǎ (2014) 

investigation, students commented on the benefits of a learning that included a variety of 

communication styles, brought to their learning settings via the two technologies. Through 

the synchronous communications, students were able to employ in unprompted discussions, 

while through the asynchronous communications they were able to take the time to reflect 

and prepare a reply for discussion topics that were devised for any given time (Ibid., 204). 

Students enjoyed that they could work in their own space and did not have to depend on 

equipment that was not their own when partaking in synchronous meetings. For students with 

difficulties adapting to technology, the combination of the two modes allowed for an inclusive 

and adaptable way of acquiring knowledge, prompting a better understanding of the topics 

and the completion of said courses (Ibid.).   

Similarly, text-based computer-mediated communication (CMC) is at the forefront of 

new techniques for promoting collaborative exchanges, as it plays a crucial role in stimulating 

linguistiŎ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜǎ ΨǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ ǘƻ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜŘ ōȅ CнC 

ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ όBlake, 2005:508) while still allowing for students to pause and think. This 

could be understood as the socializing side of online learning ς human interaction.  

Continuing ǿƛǘƘ ΨƛƴǘŜǊǎŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΩ ƛƴ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣ BL has become a popular term in corporate 

settings (Graham, 2006), although there is still ambiguity about what it implies. Bonk, Olson, 

Wisher and Orvis (2002) argue about how different BL is from other terms in the academic 

lexicon, such as distributed learning, e-learning, hybrid courses, or open and flexible learning. 

In fact, as Masie (2006) states, one would be hard pressed to find any learning system that is 
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not blended. On the contrary, Offerman and Tassava (2006) discuss BL as a paradigm that 

holds on to relics of an old standard of learning. Although there is a broad diversity in the 

attempts to define this term (Driscoll, 2002), most of the descriptions are just variations of a 

few common points. Dziuban, Graham, Moskal, Norberg and Sicilia (2018) and Norberg, 

Dziuban, and Moskal (2011) argue that it is the new normal; and Peres (2011), and Norberg 

and Jahnke (2014) all argue that it consists of a negotiable third way.  

Authors as Allen, Seaman and Garrett (2007), and Smith and Kurten (2007) have 

discussed the percentage of online content delivered versus F2F interaction and 

implementation in BL. Allen et al. (2007) argue that between 30% and 79% of the programme 

content is delivered online when speaking of BL. Smith and Kurten (2007) discuss that online 

activities must cover less than 45% of time. Despite the lack of consensus around the online ς 

F2F ratio, as Drysdale, Graham, Spring and Halverson (2013) state, BL is a model that shows 

discontinuation between the empirical and theoretical, the first being much more prevalent. 

hǾŜǊŀƭƭΣ ŀǎ tƛŎƘǘ ŀƴŘ 5Ǌŀǎƪŀǳ όмфурύ Ǉǳǘ ƛǘΣ .[ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ǘƻ ōŜ Ψŀ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƴŀȅ ƴƻǘ ōŜ 

viewed as an isƻƭŀǘŜŘ ǳƴƛǘ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳƛƴƻƭƻƎȅΩ όǇΦ 62).  

In sum, different MODs offer different approaches to teaching and learning, all with 

different features, advantages and disadvantages. These are to be accounted for when it 

comes to creating and delivering a course depending on the audience, as means to improve 

(dis)continuation rates. In completing the review of MODs and approaches to teaching and 

learning, this review of the literature continues with the review of the teaching and learning 

environment opportunities related to the investigated courses. 

The Teaching and Learning Environment  

 This section elaborates on a number of advantages and disadvantages of the 

environment where the investigated courses take place.  

Technology-mediated distance-learning is becoming a crucial option within education 

because it facilitates the sharing of costs, data, and expertise among multiple sites while 

providing further educational openings for distant or disadvantaged localities ς highlighted as 

early as in 1997 (Webster and Hackley). 

Using information technology in CT allows students to take advantage of the multiple 

technologies that businesses are using to gain competitive benefits (Leidner and Jarvenpaa, 

1993), and it helps mature students to continue with their training and development without 

the need for attending a class physically at times when they need to be at work.  
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Administrators see the financial benefits of adopting these technologies and the 

strategic advantages of penetrating new market segments (Walsh and Reese, 1995) and 

attracting a larger number of students; thus, IT usage is encouraged in the private industry. 

Hence, it is important to develop a more holistic understanding of the bearings of these 

technologies within education. 

In terms of content delivery, it could be said that possibilities stretch as far as the 

imagination go, with a wide range of options for the presentation of materials. Collis 

ŘŜǎƛƎƴŀǘŜŘ ƳǳƭǘƛƳŜŘƛŀ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ΨƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ƻƴŜ ƳŜŘƛǳƳ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ organisation, 

information ŜȄŎƘŀƴƎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛǾŜ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΩ όмффрΥ 136).  

Flexibility is claimed to be the main asset of online learning environments (Moore and 

Kearsley, 2011), however, the notion of flexibility is to be used cautiously. Conrad (2002) 

ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ƻŦ ƳƻǊŜ ŦƭŜȄƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƛǎ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ ŀƴŘ 

disputable. Kanuka and Conrad (2003) claim that paper is more accessible than online 

platforms, which require not only access to an electronic device and internet, but also 

computer literacy. Paper format platforms allow for a wider audience, since more people in 

the world have access to a postal service than to the internet. It is often quoted that online 

learning can take place anytime, anywhere, however, the learner needs a charged electronic 

device, and an internet connection ς not necessary when using paper resources (Kanuka, 

2002; Kanuka and Conrad, 2003). This is not to say that flexibility is not one of the traits of 

distance-learning, however, it should not be used as a novelty and especially not as exclusive 

of this MOD (Kanuka and Conrad, 2003). 

In light of these ideas, and in agreement with Kanuka and Conrad (2003), DE has been 

used to describe the essence of the concept as it has been historically: learners and instructors 

are separated and they use communication technology to bridge the communication gap 

(Ibid., 392), however that happens ς tapes, audioconferencing, or paper. In the investigated 

courses, as participants in the educational context are separated, these qualify as DE, and 

similarly, as online training, since that separation is gapped through technology, with contend 

developers and learners interacting indirectly and mediated using that technology. 

Technology-mediated distance-learning comes with advantages and disadvantages, 

and it is up to the agents involved in a course to exploit its advantages and limit its pitfalls. The 

way this can be implemented is explored and seems clearer when broken down and explored 

within curriculum design, as presented in the coming section.  
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Curriculum Design  

¢ƘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƛǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ŀǎ Ψŀ ƎǳƛŘŜ ŦƻǊ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΩ όtǊŜǾŜŘŜƭΣ нллоΥ 8), a 

roadmap on how to develop a course step-by-step (Macalister, 2010, 2019; Good, 1973), or 

ŀǎ ŀ ΨŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜǎΩ όaƛŎƪŀƴΣ 

2013: 43). These are, in essence, ways of defining a curriculum. The curriculum aims at making 

sure that learners are satisfied and achieve their goals (Macalister, 2019; Cuesta, 2010), as 

Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǘƘŜƻǊƛŜǎ ǊŜƭȅ ƻƴ ǳƴŘŜǊǇƛƴƴƛƴƎ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƛƳ ŀǘ ǘŀŎƪƭƛƴƎ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎΩ ƴŜŜŘǎ 

and goals (Gagne and Briggs, 1974; Richardson, 2007; Valenta et al., 2001; Hussain, 2007).  

It is important for teachers to make conscious decisions when deciding on a strategy 

for curriculum development, since the curriculum shows the values and beliefs behind the 

ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊΩǎ ŎƘƻǎŜƴ ǇƘƛƭƻǎophy (Prevedel, 2003). When teachers do not get to develop their own, 

this has an ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎΣ ŀǎ ƛǘ Ψŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ǎƻƳŜōƻŘȅΩǎ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜǎ 

ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΩ ό{ƭŜŜǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ Grant, 1991: 80). In many cases teachers use existing materials or 

curriculum paŎƪŜǘǎ ΨǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ƪƴƻǿƛƴƎ ǿƘȅ ǘƘŜȅ ŀre using the curriculum or what philosophy 

oŦ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎΩ όPrevedel, 2003: 8), 

.  

aŀŎŀƭƛǎǘŜǊΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ŎǳǊǊƛŎǳƭǳƳ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ƛƴ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ 

learning, and, aŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ aŀŎŀƭƛǎǘŜǊΩǎ CDM (2010, 2019), there three outer circles and a 

subdivided inner circle (Figure 2.8). The outside circles: principles, environment and needs, 

comprise practical and theoretical considerations that will serve as guides in the process of 

building a course. Aspects to consider when building a course are: ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎΩ present 

knowledge and lacks, resources available including time, the skill of teachers, the curriculum 

designerΩǎ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘǎ ŀƴŘ ƭƛƳƛǘŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ the principles of teaching and learning (Macalister, 2019).  
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Figure 2.8: aŀŎŀƭƛǎǘŜǊΩǎ /5a (2010, 2019) 

If the above factors are not considered for a course, it might not be suitable for the 

receiving audience (Macalister, 2019). An environment analysis, a needs analysis, and the 

application of principles are sub-processes that are to take place for the above factors to be 

integrated in the curriculum (Ibid.).  

The environmental analysis looks at the context where the course is to be used, and it 

determines how the course takes this context into account, including the target audience 

(Mickan, 2013). The needs analysis is divided into: a) necessities ς what the student ought to 

know to successfully operate; b) lacks ς what the student does not know; and c) wants ς what 

students think they need (Richardson, 2007; Valenta et al., 2001; Hussain, 2007). The 

application of principles has to do with the way research in language is used to make decisions 

in the design (Macalister, 2019).  

Language courses curriculums are to consider the content carefully, as this is the way 

the learner feels valued and engages with the course; but ultimately, the content majorly 

determinates the goals of courses, and what students set out to learn (Parcerisa, 2004). As 

aŀŎŀƭƛǎǘŜǊ Ǉǳǘǎ ƛǘΥ ΨŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ƳŀƪŜǎ ǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ŦƻǊ the 

ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴΩ όнлмфΥ 4). The content should be relevant to the audience (Mickan, 2013), 

especially when the audience are adult learners, as motivation is key due to the limited time 

they tend to have. Therefore, clear connections between what the content and the value of it 
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are essential toward motivation (Spada and Lightbown, 2008; Tarone et al., 1989; Tarone and 

Swierzbin, 2009).  

Content and its quality are usually questioned in courses distributed to wider 

audiences (Macpherson et al., 2004): poor and lacking in creativity (Dobbs, 2000). Authors 

such as Warner (1999) talk about the importance of tailor-made content and teaching and 

learning materials, also acknowledging the added cost this brings onto a CD. Similarly, Faherty 

(2003) highlights that 

. The 

importance of the content highlights the need ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ΨǘƘŜ ǾŀƭǳŜ όƻǊ 

potential value) of a set of learning materialsΩ (Tomlinson, 2003: 15). To this end, there are 

several moments when this evaluation can be performed: before, during, or after the use of 

the content evaluated (Li, 2017: 174).  

Content can be evaluated in different ways. For instance, one can use methodological 

frameworks, SLA research-based criteria, or checklists (Levy and Stockwell, 2006b) ς all with 

advantages and disadvantages. Methodological frameworks are descriptive in nature, and 

ǘƘŜȅ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ŀƴ ΨƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘŜŘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ /![[ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭǎΩ ό[ƛΣ нлмтΥ 178). 

Therefore, evaluative frameworks for content provide a way to create questions or other 

evaluation schemes aimed at particular scenarios (Hubbard, 1988). Methodological 

frameworks are similar to research-based approach frameworks in terms of benefits and 

disadvantages, for instance, some of the main advantages have to do with the level of detail 

analysis these offer with regards to the software used (methodological), or with teacher and 

student fit (research-based).  

On the other hand, despite the amount and the quality of the information produced, 

these types of evaluations are rather time consuming, and at times, difficult to conduct (Li, 

2017). An example of a methodological framework for the evaluation of content in CALL is by 

Hubbard (1988), and an SLA research-based framework is by Chapelle (2001).  

Checklists are less descriptive and aim at providing judgement (Hubbard, 2006). Li 

(2017: 178) points out a series of advantages from using checklists: (a) are usually systematic 

and comprehensive, (b) are cost and time effective, (c) evaluation is straightforward, and can 

be used by both students and teachers, (d) results are easy to understand, replicate and 

compare, and, (e) results can be easily adapted to specific needs of a learning situation. 

Similarly, checklists have disadvantages: (a) existing checklist can be outdated, (b) the criteria 

might not be transparent or based on commonly agreed assumptions (McGrath, 2002), (c) 
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they might need to be adapted due to cultural issues or the given context, (d) they might not 

be comprehensive in scope, (e) they might not provide an in-depth review. Some of these 

ŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅΣ ǎƛƴŎŜ ŎƘŜŎƪƭƛǎǘǎΩ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ ǳǇŘŀǘŜŘ 

and adapted based on the context or the purpose of the evaluation (Susser, 2001). An example 

of a checklist is that of Son (2005), where he proposes a Web evaluation system, allowing for 

a site description (p. 218-219). IǘŜƳǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ƛƴ {ƻƴΩǎ όнллрύ ŎƘŜŎƪƭƛǎǘ ŀǊŜΥ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜΣ ŀŎŎǳǊŀŎȅΣ 

currency, authority, loading speed, usefulness, organisation, navigation, reliability, 

authenticity, interactivity, feedback, multimedia, communication and integration (p. 218-

219).  

The Curriculum Design Model (CDM) includes ǘƘŀǘ ΨgoalsΩ are at the very core due to 

their importance ς knowing why a course is being taught and what students need to get from 

it is essential to its design, showing the importance of a ƴŜŜŘΩǎ analysis (Cuesta, 2010).  

There are theorists who claim that adequate curriculum design for language learning 

is feasible online, however, there are those who have been more cautious when it comes to 

implementing language learning online (Wood, 2005; Blake, Wilson, Cetto, and Pardo-

Ballester, 2008; Taylor and McQuiggan, 2008). These authors claim that language learning 

online is impossible due to the restricted contact with authentic speech. This lack of 

interaction with authentic speech, they state, makes language learning online an impossible 

ǘŀǎƪ ό.ƭŀƪŜΣ нллфΤ [ŀƳȅΣ нлмоύΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƛŘŜŀ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ флΩǎ Ƙŀǎ ƴƻǿ ǘŀƳŜŘΣ ŀǎ 

many language programmes have proved otherwise (White, 2003; Hauck and Stickler, 2006; 

Hampel and Stickler, 2015), and even many programmes use online resources to connect 

native speakers from all over the world to language learners. 

An adequate CD provides learner satisfaction through both intrinsic reinforcement 

(pride in accomplishments through measured and authentic praise and encouragement), and 

extrinsic rewards (grades, credits, certification, etc.) (Keller, 2010). Intrinsic needs of students 

are addressed through clearly designed courses with well-defined learning expectations, and 

frequent formative assessments coupled with immediate or timely feedback from instructor 

(Özçelik and Kent, 2016). In their study, Özçelik and Kent (2016) examined the extrinsic needs 

ƻŦ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ǇƘŀǎŜΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŜȄŜŎǳǘŜŘ ŀƴ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎΣ Ψestablishing 

the extrinsic rewards/gains desired and then ensuring alignment of ƻǳǊ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊŀōƭŜǎΩ 

(Ibid., 50). This idea relates to the previously reviewed reasons to study, which presented a 

very similar division.  
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Interaction (both LL and LI), and how participants are supported through their learning 

is to be accounted for when developing a curriculum (Lee et al., 2011). In fact, student 

interaction and support are ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎΩ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŦŜŜŘōŀŎƪ 

to improve their learning and assessment results. The next sections provide an understanding 

of these aspects, and illustrate their importance in the investigated context.  

CMC and Social Presence 

CMC, whether synchronous (SCMC) or asynchronous (ACMC), has been of growing 

interest for SLA (Yamada, 2008); however, it can also create a sense of isolation (Borup et al., 

2011). This section explores how CMC impacts their learning and their social presence on their 

training. 

ACMC benefits for learners include that they can study anytime, anywhere at their own 

pace. Similarly, students can reflect on their own learning, and gather their thoughts before 

sharing their ideas with others (Hiltz and Goldman, 2005). This is particularly beneficial for 

grammar accuracy, since learners can self-correct their own interventions (White, 2004; Lamy 

and Hample, 2007). These advantages can turn into disadvantages as students are not 

required to work on the course at any specific time, therefore they might forget their training 

duties, or simply prioritise other things (Weller and Manson, 2000). Similarly, while 

information shared by students is stored in ACMC for their own reflection, some individuals 

might not be confident enough to share their thoughts. They also raise the issue of learning 

how to interact in this scenario, since learning how to communicate in this new environment 

(that for example uses threats instead of conversations) might be complex for new users.  

SCMC is said to have a positive impact on the learner for different reasons (Rosell-

Aguilar, 2006; Wang, 2004; Oztok et al., 2013). For instance, it offers similar communication 

to that in F2F with live chat rooms, or similar written-based exchanges (Blake, 2000). 

Therefore, it is an effective instruction regarding communication skills due to its 

immediateness. It also serves as a way to encourage communication in the second language 

amongst participants (Yamada, 2008), given that some students prefer written to oral 

interaction. Several authors claim that SCMC encourages more equal participation than F2F in 

written discussions in the second language (Chun, 1998; Warschauer, 1996), allowing for shy 

learners to be more active (Beauvois, 1998a, 1998b), reducing language anxiety (Kelm, 1992; 

Yamada, 2008), and even turning motivational and anxiety patters around (Li, 2017). This is 

partially due to the anonymity that text-based CMC offers ς claimed to improve oral 

performance in SLA (Yamada, 2008; Beauvois, 1994).  
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SCMC presents some disadvantages for communicative purposes. These relate to the 

lack of time and flexibility to intervene (Levy and Stockwell, 2006b; Lamy and Hampel, 2007), 

including the fact that immediateness puts pressure on some students, who would then make 

more mistakes when speaking. Notably, the lack of flexibility relates to the amount of time 

participants have to interact, and the fact that they must agree on a specific time to study, 

which might be problematic (Levy and Stockwell, 2006b). SCMC that includes video 

conferencing has proved to be successful (Griffiths and Graham, 2009). This type of 

communication where participants can see and hear each other in real time allows to break 

physical barriers, contributing to the will to speak the second language (Yamada, 2008). 

Yamada (2008) in his study on CMC for SLA and the effect of the communication medium on 

learners, concluded that text SCMC improves grammatical and lexical accuracy, especially 

amongst beginners. Audio SCMC ς audio conferencing, he claims has a negative effect on the 

confidence of grammatical accuracy. Lastly, video SMCS ς video conferencing, ΨǇǊƻƳƻǘŜǎ 

consciousness of natural communication and relief, and to encourage a number of self-

ŎƻǊǊŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΩ όIbid., 820), which is an aspect of learning performance. Other studies such as 

Borup, West and GrahamΩǎ (2011) agree that in video-based communication, instructors 

seemed more real, present, and familiar, which makes relationships similar to those in F2F 

instruction. 

{ƻŎƛŀƭ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ Ψŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƭȅ 

and affectively into a cƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƛƴǉǳƛǊȅΩ όwƻǳǊƪŜΣ !ƴŘŜǊǎƻƴΣ DŀǊǊƛǎƻƴ ŀƴŘ !ǊŎƘŜǊΣ мфффΥ 

50). It not only plays a key role in online learning, and, it is an essential component of the 

community of enquiry framework, but it is also claimed to be necessary for effective online 

instruction (Oztok et al., 2013; Satar and Akcan, 2018). It is linked to improved learning, course 

and emotional satisfaction (Nippard and Murphy, 2008), higher levels of critical thinking, and 

more rewarding interaction for the individual (Rourke et al., 1999).  

Several authors believe that SCMC allows for higher social presence (Schwier, and 

Balbar, 2002; Kuyath, 2008; Johnson, 2008; or, Hrastinski, 2006) than ACMC; although other 

studies such as that of Rockinson-Szapkiw (2009) or Ligorio (2001), showed that students 

preferred using both ACMC and SCMC within the same course. In Rockinson-SzapkiwΩǎ ǎǘǳŘȅΣ 

(2009) qualitative data shows that students positively perceive the communication that SCMC 

allows, reducing isolation. More importantly, it is accepted that SCMC is beneficial for those 

students who choose to use it (Oztok et al., 2013), since it improves social presence.  
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Learner Support  

Student support is a key element in any type of learning (Lee et al., 2011), although, 

more relevant within DE due to the lack of a location where learners can seek for help or 

advice in person (Ibid.). Student support aims at assisting students achieve their learning goals 

(Curley and Strage, 1996), and this cannot happen if students do not know where to seek this 

support. Therefore, and in connection with the previous section  on CD, student support has 

to be accounted when designing and developing the curriculum.  

The quality of support provided to learners is claimed to be a key element in 

determining the effectiveness of a course (Küçük, Genç-YǳƳǘŜǇŜΣ ŀƴŘ ¢ŀǒŎƤΣ нлмлύΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ όwƻǾŀƛ ŀƴŘ 5ƻǿƴŜȅΣ нлмлύΦ Providing adequate support to students leads to 

increased motivational and satisfaction levels (Lee et al., 2011). Mullen and Tallent-Runnels 

όнллсύ ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŀǊŜ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ 

perceived learning, and therefore to student achievement and student satisfaction. All these 

ƛǘŜƳǎ ŀǊŜ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇŜǊǎƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ όwƻǾŀƛΣ нллоύΦ ¢ƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ƛǎ 

in place, instructional designers and teaching staff need to find a way to embed it in the 

training (Moisey and Hughes, 2008).  

Hurd claims that language support has historically posed a challenge (2006). The most 

challenging aspect is the replication of the interaction amongst participants in a conversation, 

and the input and output opportunities this brings (Krashen, 1985; Long, 1996). Transactional 

distance in online courses is one of the main hurdles in bridging the physically present human 

gap (Moore, 2013). This suggests that feedback, along with other complex areas, might be 

better if in hands of human trainers (Macpherson et al., 2004). To bridge transactional 

distance, two contexts for student support have been identified (Thorpe, 2002): (a) the 

institutional context; and (b) the course context. The former includes assistance with regards 

to admissions, registration, research, etc. (Thorpe, 2002; Selim, 2007); whereas the latter 

includes support with assessment, or course materials (Thorpe, 2002). Although this was 

envisaged for HE settings, in the investigated context of this study, these two types of support 

are present, however, differently. For instance, admissions, registration and such is handled 

by the LC, and support with assessment and course materials falls within the LT. 

Student support is therefore a pillar towaǊŘǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎΦ bƻǿΣ I present aspects 

that require support, and examine which stakeholder provide such aid.  

Students need to be supported in several aspects, and as White (2003) defines it, there 

are three primary functions of learner support: cognitive, affective and systematic. Others 
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divide this support in instructional, peer and technical (Lee et al., 2011), which matches the 

division of White (2003) in that same order. Compton (2009) used this division to talk about 

ǘƘŜ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƻǇŜ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎΩ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǎŜǊǾƛces, which as expected, roles and 

responsibilities are often not exclusive of a function or a stakeholder, but tend to overlap. This 

table shows where learner support comes from for each function according to White (2003). 

 

Table 2.4: Adapted from Compton (2009): Functions and scope of learner support services 

and the overlaps in roles.  

As per Table 2.4, the language instructor is in charge of a significant portion of learner 

support. White (2003) listed a number of responsibilities providing the example of a weekly 

one-to-one telephone tutorial ς similar to the context investigated in this study. Note that the 

PSs provided in the investigated courses take the shape of a language conversation class, also 

used as a tutorial. According to White (2003: 178), the support from the tutor to the students 

involves: 

- Negotiating learning targets for the week 

- Identifying further materials for each learner based on individual needs 

- Advice in learning routes (Lee at al., 2011) and language learning strategies 

- Feedback (Compton, 2009) on performance ς simple error correction offered 

instantaneously. 
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White (2003) establishes the above responsibilities by separating the figures of the 

tutor and the teacher. However, in this context, the tutor and the teacher are the same figure, 

therefore, the responsibilities that White applies to the tutor (as a tutor per se) are considered 

in this piece as responsibilities that apply to the teacher too.  

Examining the responsibilities listed above, there are two main differences with 

regards to the online course provided by TCs. The first one being that the tutor does not really 

have the capacity to negotiate the learning targets, since the content is provided by the 

platform. The second difference is the nature of the phone conversation ς oral skills practice, 

and linguistic support, which has also been explored in other studies such as those by Radic 

(2000, 2001). 

Lastly, technical support and who should assist with this matter. Radic (2000, 2001) 

created a technical help desk for studentsΩ ǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ provided assistance with 

technical difficulties, ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ǘƘŜ ΨǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ 

ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊȅ ƳƻŘŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘǳǘƻǊ ƻǊ ƳƻŘŜǊŀǘƻǊΩ ό/ƻƳǇǘƻƴΣ нллфΥ 90). 

Technical support has been reported as a key towards student satisfaction in online courses 

(Song, Singleton, Hill and Koh, 2004); therefore, stakeholders should ensure that students are 

comfortable with the software and hardware used in their training (Ibid.). 

Another matter surrounding technical support relates to its availability. White (2003) 

and Moore and Kearsley (2012) provide different standpoints. White (2003) agrees that it is 

to be systematic, whereas the latter believe that it should focus on matters that arise before 

and during instruction (Moore and Kearsley, 2012). Despite of when it should be available, 

Radic (2000) and Compton (2009) consider that technical support is crucial for the 

effectiveness of the course. Having established flexibility and the capacity to work anytime 

anywhere as an advantage of DE, if technical difficulties prevent students from continuing 

their learning at a moment in time, this becomes a hindrance (Lee et al., 2011). This 

disadvantage might discourage learners from studying at a distance, and encourage them to 

leave the course due to dissatisfaction (Moore and Kearsley, 2012). In the case of the courses 

this piece examines, this support comes solely from the LC. 

{ǳǇǇƻǊǘ ƛǎ ŀŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜ ΨŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛǾŜΩ 

feedback (Lee et al., 2011: 11), particularly in language learningΣ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ΨǊŜƭȅ ƻƴ 

ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ŦŜŜŘōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜΩ ό[ƛΣ нлмтΥ 43). According to Li (2017), feedback is traditionally 

provided by the instructor (p.157). In the investigated courses, corrections in the DLP are 
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always automated, allowing for immediate, and invidualised feedback (Tsutsui, 2004), 

however, this feedback does not come from the instructor, but the DLPs software. 

An important part of designing and developing an adequately organised curriculum 

comes from ensuring that the assessment aligns with the course content, and that the course 

brings the opportunity to provide both formative feedback (FF), and summative assessments. 

Nevertheless, providing ongoing feedback is often Ψnot a part of commercially designed 

coursesΩ in most contexts (Macalister, 2019: 5), as it is the case of the investigated language 

courses. This leads me to the presentation of the next aspect: assessment, which on these 

courses comes in the shape of evaluations. 

Assessment 

Assessment in education is a tool to see if the goals set out at the beginning of the 

training have been accomplished. However, in aiding the attainment of those goals, feedback 

is often not included in commercially designed courses (Macalister, 2019), which tend to 

include solely summative assessment. 

The literature suggests different propositions as to how to assess. For instance, I will 

ǳǎŜ aŀŎŀƭƛǎǘŜǊΩǎ όнлмлύ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ provide an overview of the main types of assessment. 

Macalister (Ibid.) offers a comprehensive description of six main types of monitoring and 

ŀǎǎŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜΥ  

- Placement assessment, where students are evaluated at the start of the course to 

make sure they are allocated onto the right level, preventing students from doing 

a course that is too easy or too difficult for them.  

- Observation of learning as a tool to ensure that activities students work on achieve 

the corresponding goal.  

- Short-term achievement assessment are done systematically every so often, and 

they aim at evaluating the skills and content of the training.  

- Diagnostic assessment seeks studentsΩ weaknesses so these can be tackled.  

- Achievement assessment tends to happen at the end of a course, and potentially, 

at some other specific times during the academic year. The very purpose of this 

assessment is to evaluate what students have learned from the course.  

- Proficiency assessment is not based on the specific content of a course, but rather 

on the language as a whole, and how the student can make use of that language.    

Not all courses offer all the above options, however, it is recommended to use a variety 

of those. Similarly, there is a need to provide immediate feedback to learners, which is 
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important not only for increasing confidence, but also for learners to self-correct (Swain and 

Lapkin, 1995). This type of immediate feedback is limited in online learning in the sense that 

it is provided by the software and not by a language expert, and I therefore consider essential 

to review the use of technology towards assessment purposes.  

The use of computer technology in language assessment is becoming frequent to test 

language in many settings (Alderson, 2000), . It is 

referred to as computer-assisted language assessment, or computer-assisted language testing 

(CALT) (Chapelle and Voss, 2016), and it is defined as any test delivered by means of a 

computer or a mobile device (Suvorov and Hegelheimer, 2012). Historically, research has 

focused on two aspects when looking into CALT: efficiency (Chapelle and Voss, 2016) and 

comparability with paper-based tests (also called equivalence); however, there is a third 

aspect that has gained importance: validity (Chapelle and Voss, 2016; Chapelle and Douglas, 

2006; Chapelle, 2010).  

Lƴ /ƘŀǇŜƭƭŜΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ όнлмлύΣ ǎƘŜ ŎƭŀƛƳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŜŦŦƛŎƛŜƴŎȅ ŎƻƳŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ three aspects:  

- Assessment that uses automated writing/speech evaluations, so many students 

can take tests with no need for individual marking; instead, the computer handles 

such process. This turns CALT into a time and cost-effective tool (Cotos, 2011; Li, 

2017), which fosters leaner autonomy (Suvorov et al., 2012).  

- Equivalence, that has to do with the comparability of paper-based tests and 

computer-based tests, as the former are the standard to achieve or follow when it 

comes to language testing.  

- Innovation shows how revolutionising CALT can be in language testing (Chapelle, 

2010).   

Using technology for testing comes with a series of advantages if done asynchronously. 

For instance, the need to be physically in a place at a specific time is erased, alongside the 

necessary logistic means to administer it to a large group (Alderson, 2000); therefore, 

technology improves accessibility (Chapelle and Voss, 2016). Marking times are severely 

reduced as results are available immediately after the test (Alderson, 2000), resulting in a very 

time and cost-effective tool to test (Cotos, 2011). Moreover, there is no staff needed in the 

process. Equally, it allows to collect information on students and how they approach their 

ǘŜǎǘǎΥ ǘƛƳŜ ǎǇŜƴǘ ƻƴ ŜŀŎƘ ƛǘŜƳΣ ŦƭǳŜƴŎȅ ƻŦ ǘŜǎǘ ǘŀƪŜǊǎΩ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ό/ƘŀǇŜƭƭŜ ŀƴŘ ±ƻǎǎΣ нлмсΤ 

Shohamy et al., 2019), and it is claimed to include efficacy as a main element (Suvorov et al., 

2012). Lastly, the number of items used for assessment can be larger, and more important, 
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can be updated more regularly, as they are hosted in an online platform that students do not 

see until they are given access (Alderson, 2000). 

Some disadvantages are claimed to be that it fosters learners to focus only on grammar 

and vocabulary rather than meaning (Suvorov et al., 2012). Similarly, students have to adapt 

to the restrictions in writing imposed by the machine (Cotos, 2011), with the consequence 

that testinƎ Ǿƛŀ ŎƻƳǇǳǘŜǊǎ ΨŘŜƘǳƳŀƴƛȊŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴΩ ό½ƛŜƎƭŜǊΣ нллсΥ 139). It requires 

a certain level of computer literacy for correct test delivery (Alderson, 2000). Another issue is 

connected to the type of tasks the system allows (Alderson, 2000), and the design of those 

activities ς especially if these include integrated multimedia tasks, with authors disagreeing 

on whether this allows for greater level of authenticity or the contrary, due to the variety of 

results encountered in different studies (Douglas and Hegelheimer, 2007; Wagner, 2007; or 

Suvorov, 2009). Two types of activities (multiple-choice, and gap-filling techniques) gain 

importance vs others that might be more appropriate due to the difficulty in implementing 

them (Alderson, 2000).  

Authors on both side of the argument ς whether they are pro or against using CALT, 

acknowledge the limitations that this testing entails, and understand the need for further 

development and research (eDouglas and Hegelheimer, 2007; Ockey, 2009; or, Suvorov et al., 

2012). Douglas concludes that although all testing systems have become much more 

ǎƻǇƘƛǎǘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ ŦŜǿ ȅŜŀǊǎΣ ΨǿŜ ŀǊŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǎƻƳŜ ȅŜŀǊǎΣ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ŘŜŎŀŘŜǎΣ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ōŜƛƴƎ 

able to rely wholly on such systems in language assessmentΩ (2010: 119). Chapelle and Voss, 

(2016) include a revision of technology and assessment in language learning of the last twenty 

years, providing an overview of the latest developments up to 2016. Menaka and Sankar, in 

their 2019 publication discuss the latest advances of technology used in the assessment of 

second language learning, showing clear improvements on previous methods used in earlier 

years. These studies show a clear tendency that more resources are being invested in 

automated or technology-based assessment, suggesting that further improvements are to be 

made in coming years (Menaka and Sankar, 2019).  

The courses under investigation follow in many categories: distance-learning, online 

learning, CALL, DCALL, and to a certain extent, BL; therefore, they benefit from several 

advantages inherent to those environments and their features (Alderson, 2000; Chapelle and 

Voss, 2016; Cotos, 2011; Shohamy et al., 2019). Similarly, they also suffer from some of the 

downsides, including during the curriculum design and development phase, and also, the 

assessment methods (Suvorov et al., 2012; Cotos, 2011; Ziegler, 2006; Alderson, 2000). 
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The Tutor  

This section provides ŀƴ ƻǾŜǊǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊΩǎ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ƛƴ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ 

environments due to the importance placed on the tutorΩǎ role in the literature (Comas-Quinn, 

2011)Σ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴŎŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘŜŘ ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ 

(dis)continue.  

Commas-Quinn reflects ƻƴ CǊŜŜƳŀƴΩǎ όмффтύ ƛŘŜŀǎ on the figure of the teacher when 

ǎǘŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘΥ Ψ¢ŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ōȅ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŜƳōƻŘƛƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

institution, one of the key components which can make or break the whole learning 

ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΩ ό/ƻƳƳŀǎ-Quinn, 2011: 219). It shows the importance of the LT in ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ 

learning experience. In fact, it is claimed that effective teaching facilitates effective learning, 

therefore the quality of teaching is equally important in any learning environment (Ramsden, 

1992; Goold, Coldwell and Craig, 2010).  

In a time when change happens so fast, teachers need strategies to adapt to the 

constantly evolving learning environments (Salmon, 2002; Faherty, 2003), therefore needing 

continuous development (Wilson and Stacey, 2004; Dixon, Dixon and Axmann, 2008). 

Different academics use different terms to deǎŎǊƛōŜ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ roles (almost) 

interchangeably: online teacher, online tutor, online instructor, e-moderator, moderator, 

facilitator, etc. (Comas-Quinn, 2011; Moore and Kearsley, 2012). In the investigated courses 

there is only one stakeholder in charge of teaching, the LT, and it is defined as the person who 

ΨƘŜƭǇǎ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŀ Ƴŀǎǎ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƪƴowledge of each individual 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩ όaƻƻǊŜ Ŝǘ ŀƭ., 2012: 126).  

!ǎ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎΩ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΣ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊΩǎ ǊƻƭŜǎ Řƻ ǘƻƻΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ŎƭŀƛƳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ 

knowledge that a university tutor has is inadequate for the online tutor, due to the different 

nature of the interaction ς F2F or via an online environment (Cosetti, 2002). The role of the 

(in person) university professor is considered ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ ΨǘƘŜ ƎǳƛŘŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƛŘŜΩΣ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ΨǎŀƎŜ 

ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀƎŜΩ όYƛƴƎΣ мффоΥ 33; Collison, Elbaum, Haavind and Tinker, 2000). Therefore, some 

agree that F2F ǘǳǘƻǊǎ ŀƴŘ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ǘǳǘƻǊǎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊ ƛƴ ΨǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜǎ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǎǎǳƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ǘƘŜȅ 

ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŜǊǘƛǎŜ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳΩ ό²ƘƛǘŜΣ aǳǊǇƘȅΣ 

Shelley and Baumann, 2005: 83).  

The need for support staff and teachers is constantly increasing in online environments 

(Bennett and Lockyer, 2004). The nature of the role becomes more challenging and 

demanding, forcing educators to rethink the underlying assumptions about teaching and 

learning in F2F environments (Wiesenberg and Stacey, 2008; Compton, 2009). If online tutors 
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have a unique role, they consequently require a new set of skills (Cox, Clark, Heath and 

Plumpton, 2000). When teaching languages online the skills required for a subject matter 

based on communication differ (Hampel and Stickler, 2005; Comas-Quinn, 2011), particularly 

so at the lower levels. This is because learners need to work on linguistic form, textual content, 

and language use, all of which rely on the knowledge of language, which is different to the 

skills used in other type of teaching context. Nevertheless, it is not only teachers who have to 

consider this difference; training institutions (public and private) also have to rethink their 

cultural, academic, organisational and pedagogical structures to suit this teaching and learning 

reality (Howell, Saba, Lindsay and Williams, 2004). Teachers need adequate training to be able 

to support students through new technology too (Ng, 2012). 

Many authors agree with the notion that online teaching involves different roles, and 

an unprecedented set of skills, including a new sets of pedagogies (Anderson, Rourke, 

Garrison, and Archer, 2001; Berge and Collins, 2000; Goodyear, Salmon, Spector, Steeples, 

and Tickner, 2001; Graham, Cagiltay, Lim, Craner, and Duffy, 2001; Guasch, Alvarez, and 

Espasa, 2010; Salmon, 2004; Compton, 2009; Kreber and Kanuka, 2006; Natriello, 2005), which 

should come accompanied by new ways of training future teachers.  

The need for new pedagogies in online teaching and learning is widely accepted within 

the academic community; although, often ignored that for online language teaching and 

learning, there is a need for another pedagogy, different to F2F and online teaching itself 

(Compton, 2009). Following from this, Hampel and Stickler (2005) claim that online tutorsΩ 

ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ƛǎ ΨŎƭǳǎǘŜǊŜŘ Ƴŀƛƴƭȅ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŦǘǿŀǊŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ǎƪƛƭƭǎΩ όǇΦ 316), with digital 

literacy and specific software are the main focus of preparation on teacher training 

programmes ς ignoring pedagogy (Kessler, 2006), allowing hardware and software issues to 

be placed before pedagogy (Compton, 2009). This is questioned by authors such as Colpaert, 

who understand online language teaching the same as it was in the past when the internet 

was not so widely used, or did not exist at all (2006). In his view, Colpaert argues whether a 

specific online pedagogy is needed, or to what extent is indeed needed; claiming that all 

activities Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŘƻƴŜ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ΨŜŀǎƛŜǊΣ ŎƘŜŀǇŜǊΣ ŦŀǎǘŜǊΣ ƳƻǊŜ ǎȅƴchronous, and more acceǎǎƛōƭŜΩ 

(2006: 478). However, Colpaert does not provide any evidence for these claims. I would argue 

that it is not what can be done, but rather how it can be done. He ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ψƛƴ ŀ 

pedagogy-based approach, they force us to reconsider our assumptionǎΩ όIbid., 494), which, in 

light of the above ideas, it leads to rethinking the underlying pedagogical assumptions in DE.  
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The trend that only traditional pedagogical skills are enough to become an online 

teacher is changing, and it is starting to be recognised as such in the literature (Hampel and 

Stickler, 2005; Bennet and Marsh, 2002; Boettcher and Conrad, 2021). Acceptance of news 

ǎƪƛƭƭǎΣ ǊƻƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎƛŜǎ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ŎƻƳŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎΩ 

perspectives, but also from students. This leads to the matter of tools available to teachers 

and students in the teaching and learning process. In most teaching and learning scenarios, 

two agents decide on methodology, hardware and/or software: teachings staff and 

institutions and/or training corporations, to which, Hubbard (2008) claims that it is ultimately 

the language teacher who should decide ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƻƻƭǎ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ learning, and how 

to use them. 

Lƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘŜŘ ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘƭȅ ŦǊƻƳ IǳōōŀǊŘΩǎ όнллуύ ƛŘŜŀǎ, it is not 

teachers, but rather TCs who decide on the teaching and learning tools. Usually, different 

corporations have different approaches, priorities and budgets on how to invest in their 

teaching and learning resources (Moore and Kearsley, 2012). These budgetary decisions have 

a direct impact on the teachers, and consequently, on students (Ibid.). In the case of the 

present study, TCs choose Speexx, which contains predetermined content. This is claimed by 

Moore and Kearsley (2012) to be one of the differences between DE and conventional 

education ς the former being an example where the instructor, or in this case the content 

specialist, might have little or no part in the CD process; and the latter a case where the 

instructor is usually in charge of the full design. In the investigated courses, the content has 

already been structured and provided for teachers and students. If new content is to be 

included, it would have to be posted by teachers in the forum section, but cannot be 

embedded within existing content. This is considered as a pitfall in the design, since it is 

claimed that for high-quality DE, the instructor needs to take part in the CD (Ibid.). Despite of 

ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘǎΩ quality, teachers not having a say about software, hardware or even content, is 

ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŀ ƭƛƳƛǘƛƴƎ ŦŀŎǘƻǊ ŦƻǊ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ǘǳǘƻǊǎ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ŎƻƳŜǎ ǘƻ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƴŜŜŘǎ 

(Ibid.), allowing for little to no flexibility.  

Regarding the use of technology in the classroom, a decade ago, academics agreed on 

one aspect: language teachers graduate with little to no knowledge on the use of technology 

in language teaching (Hubbard, 2008; Abras and Sunshine, 2008; Jones and Youngs, 2006). 

This trend is now changing, and there is a growing number of institutionǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ Ψŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ŀ 

ƳƛƴƛƳǳƳ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ƻŦ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎΩ (Moore and Kearsley, 2012: 126), allowing teachers to exploit 

new technologies in the benefit of students. Failing to do so is claimed to lead to student 
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attrition (Frankola, 2001), issue particularly worrying in CT (Berge et al., 2004). As a conclusion, 

it could be said that good teaching requires an understanding of how technology, pedagogy 

and content connect and work together (Hughes, 2005; Keating and Evans, 2001; Lundeberg, 

Bergland, Klyczek and Hoffman, 2003; Margerum-Leys and Marx, 2002; Neiss, 2005; Zhao, 

2003), and that those three elements cannot (only) be understood individually, but connected 

and interweaved to provide good teaching (Mishra et al., 2006). 

 The Language TutorΩǎ Role and Skill 

In the process of teaching and learning languages, the teacher plays many roles 

(Hampel and Stickler, 2005) ς not only the figure of the online teacher represents guidance 

and acts as a facilitator, but also acts as part of the two-way synergy necessary to maintain a 

conversation in a different language. A good F2F teacher is not automatically a good candidate 

to teach online (Davis and Rose, 2007; Wood, 2005; Compton, 2009, Hampel and Stickler, 

2005), although a number of people who become instructors in DE ƭŜŀǊƴ Ψƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƧƻōΣ ǿƛǘƘ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ 

or no guidŀƴŎŜΩ όMoore and Kearsley, 2012:126). Interestingly, during the situation created by 

Covid-19, most instructors had to deliver their content online, and therefore, had to learn on 

the job.  

One of the main challenges that emerges from this new teaching and learning 

environment for teachers ƛǎ Ψƴƻƴ-ǾŜǊōŀƭ ŎƭǳŜǎΩ in conversation (Hampel and Stickler, 2005: 

312; Compton, 2009: 75). In this study, conversations take place on a phone call, therefore 

the agents involved cannot see each other. This issue can be easily fixed by using 

videoconferencing, however, it is not always possible, or alternatively, in some cases internet 

connections are not good enough for a quality videoconference (Hampel and Stickler, 2005). 

This serves as an example of a situation created by the distance element of learning that differs 

from F2F teaching, highlighting the fact that teachers have to be trained in how to deal with 

such issues.  

Many classifications and lists of online teacher roles and skills are present in the 

literature using different terms and descriptions (Anderson et al., 2001; Berge and Collins, 

2000; Coppola et al., 2002; Goodyear et al., 2001; Graham et al., 2001; Guasch et al., 2010; 

Salomon, 2004). These provide different frameworks and models which describe online 

ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ǊƻƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ǘƻ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ǘƘŜƳ ό.ŀǊŀƴΣ /ƻǊǊŜƛŀ ŀƴŘ ¢ƘƻƳǇǎƻƴΣ нлммύΦ  

To begin explaining teacher roles, Berge (1995) suggested that the most important role 

of an online instructor is to model effective teaching. To this, Rohfeld and Hiemstra (1995) 

ŎƻƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŀŎŎŜǇǘ ǘƘŜ ΨǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƪŜŜǇƛƴƎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴǎ ǘǊŀŎƪΣ 
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contributing special knowledge and insights, weaving together various discussion threads and 

course components, and ƳŀƛƴǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƘŀǊƳƻƴȅΩ όǇΦ 91). Berge (1995) and later Ryan, 

Scott, Freeman and Patel (2000: 110) categorised online tutoring into four areas: pedagogical, 

social, managerial and technical, with a main focus on tele-training.  

A more integrated review was done by Wilson and Stacey (2003) when they addressed 

the competencies ςrolesς of online teachers. Their work focuses primarily in highlighting the 

importance of the online teacher in helping the process of online interaction. They focused on 

providing teachers with the necessary training to facilitate learnersΩ communication at a 

distance ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǘŀƪŜǎ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ΨƭŜŀǊƴŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭƛǎŜŘ ŎƻƳǇǳǘŜǊ 

programme, or learner to teacher, or ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊΩ ό²ƛƭǎƻƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нллоΥ 541).  

The main roles of online teachers presented by Wilson et al. (2003), previously 

established by Goodyear, Salmon, Spector, Steeples and Tickner (2001) are: a) content 

facilitator, allowing students to understand the course content; b) technologist, making or 

helping make technological choices; c) designer, primarily of online learning tasks; d) manager 

ŀƴŘ ƻǊ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƻǊΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ǊŜƎƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǊŜŎƻǊŘ ƪŜŜǇƛƴƎΣ ŜǘŎΦΤ Ŝύ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘƻǊΣ 

in the sense of providing student support; f) adviser or counsellor, providing individualised or 

private advice for students to get the most out of the course; g) assessor, offering feedback, 

giving marks, etc.; and, h) researcher, creating new relevant knowledge to the area of study. 

This classification does not describe adequately the roles the tutor in this study. For instance, 

Wilson et al. (2003) understand the teacher as technologist in the sense that this individual 

chooses what technological tools to use, which is not the case in this study. Instead, TCs 

decides. This also applies to the role of manager and administrator, since that responsibility 

lays with the LC.  

Other classifications of the roles of the online tutor come from the hand of Denis, 

Watland, Pirotte and Verday (2004), who define the roles as: a) content facilitator; b) 

metacognition facilitator; c) process facilitator; d) advisor/counsellor; e) assessor; f) 

technologist; and, g) resource provider; which, do not match the investigated scenarios.   

Roles have to be understood alongside skills, and a simple list with the skills required 

for online teaching would not portray the complexity of training, and wide range of skills and 

attributes needed to become a good online teacher (Hampel and Stickler, 2005). The work of 

IŀƳǇŜƭ ŀƴŘ {ǘƛŎƪƭŜǊ όнллрύ ŀƴŘ /ƻƳǇǘƻƴ όнллфύ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƻǊǎΩ ǎƪƛƭƭǎΦ 

IŀƳǇŜƭ ŀƴŘ {ǘƛŎƪƭŜǊΩǎ όнллрύ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ŘŜŀƭǎ ǎpecifically with online tutors, however, 

does not delimit the online environment it applies to, allowing for different types of 
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ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ŀ ǿƛŘŜǊ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ŀƴŀƭȅǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŀǘƛǾŜ ƻǇǘƛƻƴǎΦ /ƻƳǇǘƻƴΩǎ 

framework focuses on Ψthe skills of an online language teacherΩ, ignoring all other roles played 

by the institution, student services or technology services (2009: 81). Her framework is 

different in structure and more detailed than Hampel and SticklerΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ŜǾŜǊȅ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ 

except for one: teaching style.  

Bennett and Marsh όнллнύ ŎƭŀƛƳ ǘƘŀǘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊΩǎ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ǊŜƭŀǘŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

identification of teaching and learning techniques to facilitate student progress making use of 

ŀƭƭ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ŀǘ ƘŀƴŘΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ΨŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛǾŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΩ όǇΦ 16). This highlights once more the 

importance of the social aspect of learning, including collaborative learning and active 

participation ς linked to the retention models presented in this literature review (e.g., Tinto, 

1975, 1987, 1993; Spady, 1970; Bean and Metzner, 1985; Rovai, 2003, Park, 2007.). The 

literature seems to be in agreement with the retention models regarding the significance of 

helping students to be a part of a community to encourage socialisation, active participation 

and collaboration in online learning (Jones et al., 2006; Hampel and Stickler, 2005; McLoughlin 

and Oliver, 1999; Moore and Kearsley, 2012), therefore tutors need to have the skills to do so 

as/if part of their role. 

Communication and social interaction is, in a bigger or lesser capacity, fostered by 

teaching staff, but aided by the (online) teaching space ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘƻƻƭǎ ŀǘ ǎǘŀŦŦǎΩ ŘƛǎǇƻǎŀƭΦ Lƴ ǘƘŀǘΣ 

the CD has to be designed to facilitate communication and interaction amongst teachers and 

students, but also amongst students themselves (Llorente Cejudo, 2016; Cabero and Gisbert, 

2005). 

Hampel and Stickler (2005) used their experience training online teachers to develop 

their ΨSkillsΩ PyramidΩ (p. 317), that I will use to present tutor skills. Hampel and Stickler claim 

ǘƘŀǘ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ōǳƛƭŘ ƻƴ ƻƴŜ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ ΨƳƻǎǘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ όΧύ ǘƻ ŀƴ ŀǇŜȄ ƻŦ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ 

ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǎƪƛƭƭǎΩ όнллрΥ 316). In other words, for teachers to acquire the skills at the top of 

the pyramid, they have to master those at the bottom first, developing them in a sequence 

through a bottom-up approach. In agreement with Compton (2009) and her critique of 

Hampel and SticklerΩǎ ǇȅǊŀƳƛŘΣ L ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ƻƴ 

simultaneously, and thus, skills do not necessarily need to be developed sequentially. In fact, 

in some cases, learning some of those skills at the same time would be beneficial (Compton, 

2009).  



92 
 

 

Figure 2.9: Hampel and Stickler Skills Pyramid (2005:317) 

Their pyramid is formed by seven key competences, divided into low- and high-level 

skills.  

The fourth level of skill, socialisation, would be better defined for this scenario as 

online socialisation (Compton, 2009) or interaction, which needs to be considered as a 

different category from F2F socialisation/interaction (Hampel and Stickler, 2005). The 

ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ƛƴ ŀƎǊŜŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊΩǎ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ǘƻ 

create a community is an essential part of successful online education, having a direct impact 

on student satisfaction and retention (Spady, 1970; Tinto, 1987, 1993; Bean et al., 1985; Rovai, 

2003; Salmon, 2003; Herbert, 2006; Holder, 2007; Park, 2007; Bawa, 2011; Foster, 2010).  

In F2F, body language or any other non-verbal part of communication could be used 

as a positive and integrating part of the speech, more difficult to reproduce online. To foster 

active participation in, for example, a chat room, it is important to build some sort of trust 

with the student population (Compton, 2009), and teachers need to acquire techniques to do 

so. More specifically, in a language course aimed at beginner students, everyone should be 

encouraged to participate regardless of the quality of the language, since the main goal is for 

students to use and practice what they learn, and try new things and expressions to continue 

to learn from their peers. This cannot be done if people feel insecure due to the difficulties 
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they might encounter expressing themselves (Ibid.). Hence the importance of developing a 

strong sense of community, which consequently allows quality interpersonal interactions to 

happen (Salmon, 2003).   

Communication and socialising are therefore key features of a successful online 

programme (Salmon, 2003; Bawa, 2016), and towards student retention (Foster, 2010). These 

skƛƭƭǎ ǊŜƭŀǘŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƻǊΩǎ capacity to keep students interested in the subject, and for them 

to want to continue to learn (Jones et al., 2006), therefore, staying (Foster, 2010). 

Consequently, one of the main skills required by a language online teacher is for this person 

to be a good communicator, partially due to the lack of visual clues (Davis et al., 2007) in some 

scenarios. 

As explained and as a common theme within the literature, it is important for students 

to feel part of a community (Compton, 2009; Tinto, 1987, 1993; Bean et al, 1985; Rovai, 2003; 

Salmon, 2003; Herbert, 2006; Holder, 2007; Park, 2007; Bawa, 2011; Bennett and Marsh, 

2002; Jones et al., 2006; Hampel and Stickler, 2005; McLoughlin and Oliver, 1999; Moore and 

Kearsley, 2012) in online language learning, and other subjects, as studied in depth by Lave 

and Wenger (1991). Although in agreement with the idea that students seek a social 

environment to learn, I would question whether some students might choose to study 

languages online due to the very nature of the online characteristics, such as the fact that 

people might not be able to see each other F2F (or through a camera). It is perhaps this 

anonymity that allows those students with a more reserved personality to express themselves 

and lose their fear of being in front of someone else ς ǘƘŜ ǎƻ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨŦƻǊŜƛƎƴ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŀƴȄƛŜǘȅΩ 

defined by Horwitz, Horwitz and Cope ŀǎ Ψŀ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ ƻŦ ǎŜƭŦ-perceptions, beliefs, 

feelings, and behaviours related to classroom language learning arising from the uniqueness 

of the (foreign) language learniƴƎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΩ όмфусΥ мнуύΤ ƻǊ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ΨŀƴȄƛŜǘȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΩ 

(Moore and Kearsley, 2012: 152) ς  which relates to an adult audience specifically (Ibid.).  

The fifth level, partially overlapping with the previous one, has to do with the tutor as 

an effective communicator ς communicative competence. In this study, this competence is 

only seen and exploited for 15-minutes per week, in a synchronous mode, and via e-mail 

asynchronously when students have queries. These 15 minutes can still have a great impact 

on sǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǎŀǘƛǎŦŀŎǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴ Ƙŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƻ ōŜ ƳŀƎƴƛŦƛŜŘ 

since it is the only human interaction that takes place for students in the course.  

 Ψ/ǊŜŀǘƛǾƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŎƘƻƛŎŜΩ όIŀƳǇŜƭ ŀƴŘ {ǘƛŎƪƭŜǊΣ нллрΥ омуύ Ƙŀǎ ǘƻ Řƻ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ǘƻ 

choose from the vast amount of materials the internet provides, compared to what teaching 
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and learning languages used to be before the World Wide Web. Given the nature of the 

researched courses, this skill is somehow taken away from LTs, since all materials are provided 

in a fixed platform with no room for change; however, it is claimed that even when tutors are 

given the materials, they still have a choice and room for creativity in the way they pick and 

implement tasks (Ibid.). In the investigated courses this can only happen in the PSs. 

The top of the pyramid refers to skills related to teachersΩ development of their 

personal teaching style. In developing this style, Hampel and Stickler consider the way tutors 

exploit materials and the way tutors interact with students and their resources to create a 

rapport that actively promotes communicative language learning (2005). In my view, this last 

step in the pyramid is achieved when all other steps merge and interact, creating an 

ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƻǊǎΩ ǎǘȅƭŜ and not independently from other aspects. Therefore, it is formed through 

the way teachers engage with content, and the audience through a communicative approach, 

generating or creating a sense of community (Lave and Wenger, 1991) and interest for the 

content that keeps students involved in the subject (Jones et al., 2006). That would not be 

possible online if the necessary hardware and software are not present, and are utilised 

adequately.  

Hampel and SticklerΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ όнллрύ ŀƭǎƻ Ƙŀǎ ǎƻƳŜ ƭimitations such as the lack of 

ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ǘƻ ǿƘŜƴ Ψŀ LT ƛǎ ǊŜŀŘȅ ǘƻ ǘŜŀŎƘΩ ό/ƻƳǇǘƻƴΣ нллфΥ 312). At the top of the pyramid 

teachers are supposed to have developed their style, but there seems to be no guidance as to 

when or how that happens (Ibid.). Instead, it appears to be an ongoing process, not fixed to a 

particular moment in their training that develops as the future tutor grows as a professional 

and becomes a more experienced teacher (Hunzicker, 2011). 

Compton (2009) and others state that that IŀƳǇŜƭ ŀƴŘ {ǘƛŎƪƭŜǊΩǎ pyramid does not 

include all skills, suggesting further skills are needed when becoming an online tutor (Cabrero, 

2004; Paulsen, 1995; Manson, 1991, Collins and Berge, 1995, Adell Segura, 1999; Gisbert 

Cervera, 2002). An example is claimed to be pedagogical skills ς considered the foundation of 

instruction whether online or F2F (Ryan, Scott, Freeman and Patel, 2000). Compton (2009) 

suggests that pedagogy in the pyramid is embedded in other skills, as she does in her work 

when she includes pedagogy of online language teaching as a separate section, including items 

such as creating new online materials, facilitating online socialisation and community building, 

or knowledge of curriculum design. In light of this, IŀƳǇŜƭ ŀƴŘ {ǘƛŎƪƭŜǊΩǎ pyramid (2005) could 

include a bottom or side step with pedagogy for online language teaching as an overarching 

concept, present in every step of the pyramid.  
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/ƻƳǇǘƻƴΩǎ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ όнллфύ adds a differentiation between the level of expertise of 

the tutors: novice, proficient, and expert teacher. She then separates skills depending on the 

level of expertise, which represents a finer categorisation than any provided before. Similarly, 

Wilson et al. (2003) divide online teachers into four levels and describe their knowledge and 

attributes for those four stages.  

 

Table 2.5: Adaptation of Wilson et al. (2003) levels of needs of academic staff to content of 

staff development for the description of the different level of online teachers.  
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Figure 2.10: Compton (2009: 82) proposed framework for online language teaching skills 
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To conclude, the role and skills of the online teacher are key factors for a successful 

training programme (Arranz, Aguado and Lucía, 2008; Benson Soong, Chuan Chan, Chai Chua 

and Fong Loh, 2001). Staff needs ongoing training and development, particularly in such a 

fast-changing environment (Hampel, et al., 2005, Llorente Cejudo, 2006). Teachers need to 

become confident users of the tools they use in their teaching, which will allow them to better 

support their students, understanding not only the how of using technologies, but also the 

why, as part of their pedagogical understanding (Comas-Quinn, 2011; Kirkwood and Price, 

2005). This training will ensure that the teaching and training developed by tutors is of the 

quality standards needed for online teaching and learning (Llorente Cejudo, 2006).  

The responsibility for this professional development is bilateral. On the one hand, 

teaching staff are responsible for their development, since they need to be willing to invest 

their own time and effort. On the other hand, institutions should provide a time allowance 

for training purposes, and the necessary resources for teachers to continue to develop, and 

ensure a high level of competence, pedagogical understanding and teaching efficacy (Hampel 

and Stickler, 2005; Comas-Quinn, 2011).  

Underestimating the need for adequate resources for instructors has the potential to 

lead to unsuccessful courses with dissatisfied students, and therefore, to attrition (Foster, 

2010). This is something the current research explores within the interviews with LTs. 

2.4.2 Online Language Learning as a System 

One of the main differences from this study to others done within the area of attrition 

and retention in online language learning is the fact that I aim at providing a comprehensive 

picture of the complexity of teaching and learning in a specific context, understanding the 

context as a system (Moore and Kearsley, 2012). Another way of understanding the issue is 

by imagining a spider web, where many strands influence the end result where students get 

trapped - discontinue. To understand where students struggle, I have talked to all agents 

involved in the training process: the LT, the LC, the recruiter, present and past students, etc. 

This section aims at providing an overview of what the literature says on the role of all 

stakeholders, and how these agents may have an impact on retention or attrition.  

This research understands training programmes as a system (Moore and Kearsley, 

2012), where each agent plays a role, and are all equally significantΦ Lƴ ŀ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎΩ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΣ 

all agents are hold accountable for interaction (Saba, 2003). The role of each agent was 
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introduced in 1.2 Research Context. A representation of the understanding of system is 

provided in Figure 2.11: A conceptual model of DE as a system (Moore and Kearsley, 2012: 6).  

For a programme of study to be successful, all agents/stakeholders play a role 

individually, and as a team, interacting with a range of relevant facilities and procedures in 

the exchange between the distance learner and the tutor to reduce transactional distance 

(Gokool-Ramdoo, 2008). In other words, participants need to work toward a common goal in 

a coordinated manner, interacting with the chosen technology. This integrated approach 

suggests that attrition can be caused by many factors combined, or (rarely) by one alone. 

Gokool-Ramdoo (2008) claims that it would be better for students, teachers and educational 

institutions if DE courses were desigƴŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ǎȅǎǘŜƳŀǘƛŎ ǿŀȅΣ ŀƴŘ ΨƛŦ ŜǾŜǊȅ DE 

ƛǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ όΧύΣ ŀǎ ŀ ǘƻǘŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩ όaƻƻǊŜ ŀƴŘ YŜŀǊǎƭŜȅΣ мффсΥ 6).  

Moore and Kearsley (1996) identified eight key agents ς stakeholders in DE, who they 

claim play a role iƴ ǘƘƛǎ ΨǎȅǎǘŜƳΩ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛng. Their view of DE as a system ensures that Ψŀƭƭ 

the component processes are well integrated and interaŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΩ όIbid., 6). 

According to this view, not technology, nor any of the stakeholders can make DE work alone, 

since all parts are critical for the right performance of the programme of study. In reverse, it 

could be said that we need technology as well as all stakeholders to work as a unit for students 

to stay on a course.  
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Figure 2.11: A conceptual model of DE as a system (Moore and Kearsley, 2012: 6) 

The eight stakeholders Moore and Kearsley (1996) identified are: the Student, the 

Course Developer, the Site Coordinator (SC), the Tutor, the Proctor, the Student Support 

Services, Management or Administration and the Teacher. Compton (2009) allocated 

responsibilities to these individuals, as per Table 2.6.  
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Table 2.6Υ /ƻƳǇǘƻƴΩǎ όнллфύ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Moore and KearsleyΩǎ όмффсύ ǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊΩǎ 

responsibilities in a DE system. 

Responsibilities are in most cases not exclusive to one agent, but rather shared 

amongst several stakeholders (Compton, 2009), or taken up by the same person. This overlap 

contributes toward the need for a cohesive and coordinated approach to the training courses 

(Gokool-Ramdoo, 2008). The stakeholder classification in the studied courses is: student, LT, 

LC, recruiter, course developer/designer, SC, TMD and HRD (see 1.2 Research Context for 

further details on stakeholders). 

 The main advantage of the systems approach relates to the analysis of the different 

components of a programme of study, that can be further divided into sub-components that 

can be broken down into manageable functions (Gokool-Ramdoo, 2008). This way, 

understanding interrelationships amongst its parts allows to see which part might be flawed, 

and where a course might need to be adjusted to improve student retention. An example of 

this is shown in Figure 2.12. 
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Figure 2.12: EDDIIEE model by Gokool-Ramdoo (2008), adapted from Moore and KearsleyΩǎ 

!55L9Ωǎ ƳƻŘŜƭΦ 

This adaptation is helpful to understand the different components of the system in 

the present study, and how these can be broken down into more manageable sub-

components to be examined. This division allows a clearer picture of the interplay between 

different factors in the education setting. 

2.5 Summary 

 This review of the literature presents one initial gap: the need for a more defined 

conceptualisation of the issue of student attrition. Here is where the new category of student 

coined as continuer or discontinuer finds its place.  

 This chapter comprised the revision of existing concepts and terminology, along with 

the most cited retention and attrition models. Through the revision of those models, 

frameworks and theories relating to student retention and attrition, the lack of a theory 

relating the investigated courses became apparent. Therefore, the literature concludes the 

need for a model relating to the context presented in 1.2 Research Context.  

 Because of the context where these courses take place, and the subject of study, CT 

and English language studies have also been reviewed, showing the specific characteristics 

this type of training, and allowing the conclusion that these courses, as part of distance ς and 

online learning, have to be understood and examined as a system. This understanding of 

online language study as a system allows for a systematic examination of the issue of student 

retention and attrition. ²ƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎΣ ǘƘŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ƳƻŘŜƭ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ 

shaped by the different agents and angles to examine the issue of (dis)continuation.  
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Chapter 3. Methodology 

This chapter presents the methodology employed in this research project to allow for 

transparency. It does so by providing a detailed account of the steps taken to obtain the data, 

their analysis, and the reasons why the chosen tools are considered the most adequate, 

acknowledging the limitations encountered along the way. I will start by presenting the 

ontological and epistemological stand, followed by the ethical considerations, the sample, the 

research design, the methodological background, the data collection and analysis and the 

triangulation of data.  

3.1 Ontological and Epistemological Viewpoints 

Before choosing the adequate methodology for any research, a suitable paradigm must 

be selected, since this decision affects the research as a whole: from the very beginning when 

the research problem is identified, to the conclusions (Denzin et al., 2000; Mertens, 2005). In 

a simplistic manner, a paradigm can be defined as a basic set of beliefs or assumptions that 

guides research (Creswell, 1998, 2013; Denzin and Lincoln, 1994). 

Throughout history, there has been much discussion in the literature about the Paradigm 

Wars (Tashakkori et al., 1998), agreeing that research must be placed into the methodological 

pureness of mono methodological positions. I understand research as means to address real 

life problems over that methodological pureness, using a more practical and pluralistic 

approach. As a pragmatist, I recognise research as multi-purpose, linking the choice of 

approach directly to the objective of the study and the nature of the questions posed 

(Creswell, 2003). In other words, pragmatism aims at being the link between epistemology 

and method (Howe, 1988). In the present study, decisions are made based on what is fit for 

purpose, and not based on a philosophical pre-determined commitment (Darlington et al., 

2002) to positivism, or constructivism.  

Tashakkori and Teddlie (1998) and Creswell (2003) see the pragmatic paradigm as the way 

researchers have found to study areas that are of interest, where before, due to the exclusive 

nature of paradigms, a full picture could not be portrayed. By means of pragmatism, 

researchers embrace those methods that are suitable or even available in some cases. The 

research question is considered to be more important than the methodology approach or the 

theoretical assumptions underlying the research methods (Tashakkori et al., 1998). That 

choice of methods implies access to information that otherwise, would not give the full 

picture of a social setting. Following Tashakkori and Creswell (2007), Creswell (2007) and 
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WƻƘƴǎƻƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΩǎ όнллтύ ǾƛŜǿǎΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƻ provide good research in Social Sciences, 

it is almost inevitable to use both qualitative and quantitative research in order to provide the 

best possible answer (Greene et al., 2001; Rocco et al., 2003); therefore, decisions made 

ΨǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ qualitative or quantitative methods (or both) depend upon the 

ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΩ ό¢ŀǎƘŀƪƪƻǊƛ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ мффуύΦ 

The notion of truth has long been argued within the research community, fighting 

between realism and anti-realism, or what is the same, the war between positivism and 

interpretivist in the Social Sciences (Tashakkori et al., 1998; Bridges, 1999). This project 

understands reality as ever changing, based on our actions, rejecting the so-called 

incompatibility thesis (Howe, 1998). This leads to the fact that any attempt of finding an 

enduring, external reality is doomed to failure, as understood by Dewey (2008) when he 

coined this term as the spectator theory of knowledge. The present research project attempts 

at understanding the social reality that derives from lived experiences, since it is understood 

ǘƘŀǘ ǘƻ ŀ ǇǊŀƎƳŀǘƛǎǘΣ ΨǘƘŜ ƳŀƴŘŀǘŜ ƻŦ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ǘǊǳǘƘ ƻǊ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅΣ ǘƘŜ ŜȄƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ 

which are perpetually in dispute, but to facilitate human problem-ǎƻƭǾƛƴƎΩ όtƻǿŜƭƭΣ нллмΥ 884). 

This third paradigm (Johnson et al., 2004) is driven by consequences, and thus, it is 

ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƻ ŀǎƪ ΨǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎΩ όCŜƴŘǘ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нллуΥ 473). To do so, it is crucial that the 

researcher knows well the context where the research takes place, as it is the case of the 

present study. Having worked for TCs places me in an ideal position as researcher and 

practitioner for this empirical intervention. Pragmatic research also involves prolonged 

engagement and the use of several research methods to find answers to the research 

questions, and capture the voices of the main actors involved. In essence, pragmatic research 

accommodates multiple stances and values (Onwuegbuzie et al., 2005; Fendt et al., 2008) in 

a natural context, which is the primary aim of this study.  

In light of the abovementioned, it can be said that the philosophy leading this project 

understands reality as the practical effects of ideas. I will use all means at my disposal, so that 

a practical solution can be found to the issue of student attrition and retention. 

3.2 The Research Design 

¢ƘŜ w5 ƛǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ΨƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŜ ŜƳǇƛǊƛŎŀƭ Řŀǘŀ ǘƻ ŀ ǎǘǳŘȅΩǎ 

ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǳƭǘƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ ǘƻ ƛǘǎ ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴǎΩ ό¸ƛƴΣ нлмуΥ 29).  

The RD of this study aims at facilitating an in-depth exploration of continuity or 

discontinuity factors of online courses in the acquisition of English as a second language in 
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the Spanish territory. Since there is no single blueprint for planning research, and considering 

the pragmatic approach takeƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘǳŘȅΣ ǘƘŜ w5 ƛǎ ƎƻǾŜǊƴŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨŦƛǘƴŜǎǎ ŦƻǊ 

ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜΩ ό/ƻƘŜƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлллΣ нллтύΦ ¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀƴ ŜƳōŜŘŘŜŘ όǎƛƴƎƭŜύ ŎŀǎŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ς where both 

companies are understood as the case, to help maintain the focus of the research (Yin, 2018: 

58), this study will present the most significant factors that arise from the student-workers 

involved in these English language courses at TCs.  

CS was used to examine student continuity or discontinuity based on Creswell foundation 

of CS (2007), who understands this method as the study of a problem based upon the 

responses of participants who share common characteristics, and Yin (2018). CS is a method 

that benefits this study from the ability to examine continuity or discontinuity through all 

aspects of the teaching and learning scenario (Leedy and Ormrod, 2005) including a small-

scale longitudinal study of an academic year. TCs were chosen since they act as a 

representative case of numerous companies providing the same or very similar training to 

workers in Spain.  

3.2.1 Case Study 

One of the initial questions that arose when using a CS in this project is whether this RD 

could include more than one case (Yin, 2018) ς a single or a multiple CS. This depends on the 

ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ΨŎŀǎŜΩΦ 5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎƳent that multiple case studies are preferred 

over single case studies (Yin, 2018), this study understands both companies as the same case, 

since the disparities between training providers are very slim ς participants and 

teaching/learning conditions of these training providers mirror each other. The case chosen 

ƛǎΣ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ¸ƛƴΩǎ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ όнлмуΥ 53-54), a common case, meaning that it aims at 

capturing the circumstances and conditions of an everyday situation. Due to the nature of this 

research, and understanding that the case in the spotlight is a recent phenomenon, data from 

previous years, as well as access to progress reports and statistics could only be acquired from 

TCI. Therefore, not all the information could be separated and/or compared, this being 

another reason to use a single CS. If complete information had been accessible, this research 

would have opted for a multiple CS, so that the potential vulnerability of a single case design 

could have been deterred by the strengths of the multiple CS design (Yin, 2018: 59). 

There are several reasons why a CS has been chosen for this research according to Yin 

(2018). The first one being that this methodology is aimed at answering research questions 

that ask how or why, and in this case, the former helps answering the main research question: 
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What influences discontinuation in adult workers in CT online language courses in Spain? This 

question is asking how students influenced are to (dis)continue, or, why do students continue 

or discontinue, meaning that according to Figure 3.1, CS is an appropriate design to look into 

this phenomenon.  

Additionally, this research addresses a contemporary set of events that, although not 

unprecedented, are explored in a different way than previous studies. There is no other time 

in history when knowledge and education were able to reach such a large number of people 

so quickly, which is, in our days, growing exponentially due to new technologies, hence the 

importance of this research. CS is also suitable for this project since similarly to most social 

research, I, as the researcher, have no control over events. Lastly, this project aims at 

providing an in-depth description of the researched issue, which I would be unable to do using 

a different design, given that the boundaries between the phenomenon and the context 

might not be evident (Yin, 2018). CS in this particular case arises from my desire to understand 

this complex phenomenon, providing a holistic and a true real-life perspective to the reader 

(Yin, 2018; Thomas, 2016). Figure 3.1, shows when to use the different methods according to 

Yin (2018: 9) serving as a good source as to explain why this project uses CS.  

 

Figure 3.1: Relevant situations for different research methods (Cosmos Corporation, in Yin, 

2018: 9). 

CS is defined in many ways (Flyvbjerg, 2011) as it is extremely difficult to delimit; but 

the common denominator found in all definitions is that there is an individual unit to be 

studied however big or small that unit is (Merriam-Webster, 2009; Stake, 2008; Ragin, 1992; 

Yin, 2014; Stake 1995; Merriam, 1998; Zainal, 2007). Similarly, CS is not easily summarised as 
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a single form of research (Somekh and Lewin, 2005). In this study, a clear delimitation of the 

unit makes it a CS (Merriam, 1998; Cohen et al., 2000; Hitchcock and Hughes, 1995). In several 

ŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴsΣ ǘƘƛǎ ΨǳƴƛǘΩ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŦƛƴƛƴƎ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜ όbƛŜǎōŜǘ ŀƴŘ ²ŀǘǘΣ 

мфупΤ !ŘŜƭƳŀƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ мфулύΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΣ ƻǊ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ŀǎ Ψŀ ōƻǳƴŘŜŘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩΣ 

ΨǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ǘƘƛƴƎΣ ŀ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ŜƴǘƛǘȅΣ ŀ ǳƴƛǘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ōƻǳƴŘŀǊƛŜǎΩ ό{ƳƛǘƘΣ 

1978: 2). A CS was chosen for this methodology because of the complexity of the investigated 

case (1.2 Research Context), which is specific, as well as an integrated system (Stake, 1995). 

¢ƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƛǎ ŀ ΨŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƴ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ƛǘǎ ǊŜŀƭ-life 

ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΩ ǳǇƻƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ L ƘŀǾŜ ΨƭƛǘǘƭŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻǾŜǊΩ ό¸ƛƴΣ нлмуΥмоΤ IƛǘŎƘŎƻŎƪ and Hughes, 1995; 

Cohen et al., 2000). The chosen RD aims at providing a comprehensive picture of the case, 

hence the need for a comprehensive research strategy (Yin, 2014) where the phenomenon 

can be understood from different angles using a mix of data collection methods (Thomas, 

2016). This idea of a comprehensive approach to the research is linked to other definitions of 

CS that assert that case studies are intensive (Flyvbjerg, 2011). This CS looks at a real-life 

context phenomenon in situ (Yazan, 2015; Mohd Noor, 2008; Somekh et al., 2005), providing 

as much detail, richness, completeness and variance from it as possible. Additionally, it aims 

at enabling the reader to understand how ideas and different principles can fit together and 

relate (Adelman et al., 1980), coming from all agents involved in the language courses 

(Thomas, 2016). In essence, it is trying to look at the (dis)continuation phenomenon in depth 

(Flyvbjerg, 2011; Yin, 2014, 2018; Mohd Noor, 2008), and to do that, a time frame was 

established as well as its relationship to its environment (Flyvbjerg, 2011), contributing 

towards making the case more specific.  

The reasons why a CS was chosen has to do with the understanding of CS as 

particularistic (Merriam, 1998; Cohen et al., 2000, 2007; Hitchcock and Hughes, 1995), and 

because it focuses on a particular situation, event, programme, phenomenon, or institutions 

ς the case. It was also chosen because it is holistic (Stake, 1995; Thomas, 2016) as the 

researcher considers the interrelationship between the phenomenon and its context due to 

their inseparability (Yazan, 2015), which Yin understands as part of defining a case (Yin, 2018). 

Additionally, it must remain clear that CS aims at investigating contemporary real-life 

phenomenons (Zainal, 2007). It is empirical (Stake, 1995) because it compiles information of 

how actors interact, feel and/or perceive the language courses, and it is these data that serves 

the purpose of describing in a rich and detailed manner the context and ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ 
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interactions, therefore, CS is also understood as descriptive (Merriam, 1998; Cohen et al., 

2000). In that sense, this CS is heuristic following Merriam (1998) distinction of CS from 

ŎŀǎŜǿƻǊƪΤ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŀƛƳǎ ŀǘ ƛƭƭǳƳƛƴŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀŘŜǊΩǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ 

the phenomenon (case) studied. Lastly, I would like to add the feature of its uniqueness, since 

CS is a good fit for observing at the micro level (Zainal, 2007), where this research investigates 

online language teaching and learning in a specific and dynamic context.  

{ƛƳƻƴǎΩ όнллфύ ŀƴŘ ¸ƛƴΩǎ όнлмуύ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ /{ ǎǳƳƳŀǊƛǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ ǿƘȅ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘ 

in this project:  

Ψ/{ ƛǎ ŀƴ ƛƴ-depth exploration form multiples perspectives of the 

complexity and uniqueness of a particular project, policy, institution, 

programme or ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƛƴ ŀ ΨǊŜŀƭ ƭƛŦŜΩ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ-based, inclusive of 

different methods and is evidence-led. The primary purpose is to generate in-

depth understanding of a specific topic (as in a thesis), programme, policy, 

institution or system to generate knowledge and/or inform policy 

ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΣ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƛǾƛƭ ƻǊ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΩ ό{ƛƳƻƴǎΣ 

2009: 21). 

 To complete this definition and reasons why this project uses CS, Yin states that it is 

ŀƴ ΨŜƳǇƛǊƛŎŀƭ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘŜǎ ŀ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƴ όΨǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜΩύ ƛƴ ŘŜǇǘƘ ŀƴŘ 

within its real-ǿƻǊƭŘ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ:  

Ψŀ /{ όŀύ ŎƻǇŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛǾŜ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜǊŜ 

will be many more variables of interest than data points, and as (b) one result 

benefits from the prior development of theoretical propositions to guide 

design, data collection, and analysis, and (c) as another result relies of multiple 

ǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ƻŦ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜΣ ǿƛǘƘ Řŀǘŀ ƴŜŜŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǾŜǊƎŜ ƛƴ ŀ ǘǊƛŀƴƎǳƭŀǘƛƴƎ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴΩ 

(Yin, 2018: 14-15). 

In essence, this research project uses a CS because it explores a contemporary, well-

defined phenomenon in depth, exploring it from many angles ς by means of different data 

sources; and, it aims at producing a complete, rich picture of events, gaining analytical insights 

from the studied case using triangulation. 

In light of the ideas presented in this section, it seems clear that a CS serves the purpose 

of this study to study a contemporary phenomenon in depth, providing the flexibility and tools 

to help answering the research question.  
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3.3 Sample 

Ψ¢ƘŜ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŀ ǇƛŜŎŜ ƻŦ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǎǘŀƴŘǎ ƻǊ Ŧŀƭƭǎ ōȅ ǘƘŜ 

appropriateness of methodology and instrumentation but also by the 

ǎǳƛǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳǇƭƛƴƎ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘΩ ό/ƻƘŜƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ 

2007: 100).  

The importance of a quality sample is unquestionable, as the above quote highlights, since 

the quality and reliability of the information gathered will depend on the sample. 

Understanding the significance of the sampling strategy, this section aims at providing 

information on participants, how they were acquired, and the reasons why this population 

was chosen. 

Sampling was one of the earliest decisions, which later had to be adapted based on the 

availability and suitability of the student population and other partakers who participated in 

the interviews throughout the data collection phase. Access to the population of both 

companies was granted before the time of the data collection, which took place in the 

academic year 2017/18. Following Cohen et al. (2007: 100), the key factors in sampling in 

education taken into account are: (a) the sample size, (b) the representativeness and 

parameters of the sample, (c) access to the sample, and, (d) the sampling strategy to be used. 

Selecting and getting participants engaged posed as one of the main difficulties. A total 

number of 103 students were initially contacted amongst both firms to complete the initial 

questionnaires, from which, 51 returned the consent form and completed the questionnaire. 

One participant did not include his/her name at the time of filling in the initial questionnaire, 

which meant that I was unable to contact this person again for the second questionnaire. 

Consequently, the number of participants accounted for the questionnaires was 50. The 

number of students taking part in online language courses in TCs was higher than 103. 

However, not all of them met the criteria set out for the participation on this research project, 

therefore, they were not contacted.  

¢ŀƪƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎes to the questionnaires, two participants 

were selected for the interviews conducted with students from that academic year: 2017/18. 

The research only focused on students who took the course on the academic year 2017/18 

for the questionnaires, but it included students from previous years for the interviews 
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allowing for a broader understanding of the issue. Stakeholders who participated in the 

interviews were all working for TCs at the time of the interviews. The total number of former 

students asked to participate in the interviews was ten, from which five agreed to participate. 

In addition to students, and to have an overall picture as to why students discontinue, all 

stakeholders involved in the training programmes were interviewed. Overall, the interviews 

included: one training managing director (TMD), one recruiter, two tutors, two LCs, two 

human resources managers (HRMs) from the receiving institutions. The total number of 

participants interviewed was 15. The sample of interviewed participants constitutes a new 

way of looking at an old problem, because no previous study included such a range of 

participants, and therefore, different viewpoints of the issue. 

In the phase where questionnaires were used, I opted for a probability sample, also known 

as random sample (Cohen et al., 2007). In the second phase, students were chosen for the 

interviews based on their responses to the questionnaires, therefore, a non-probability 

sample, also known as purposive sample (Cohen et al., 2007). For the interviews, when 

choosing individuals from previous years, the essential requirement was that they engaged in 

the course for at least one full academic year, and that they discontinued the year after. Ten 

students were contacted for these interviews and five replied within the same day. These 

interviews took place via Skype and were recorded with the free software CallNote within 

weeks from acquiring all data from Questionnaire II. 

!ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǊŀǘŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴƴŀƛǊŜǎ ƛǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ōȅ .ǊȅƳŀƴ όнлмнύ ŀǎ Ψƴƻǘ 

accepǘŀōƭŜΩ όǇΦ норύ ǎƛƴŎŜ ƛǘ ƛǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ǳƴŘŜǊ рл҈Σ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ǊŜŦŜǊǊƛƴƎ ǘƻ Ǉƻǎǘŀƭ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴƴŀƛǊŜǎΦ 

IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ /ƻƘŜƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ ǘƻ ΨōŜ ǎŀǘƛǎŦƛŜŘ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜ ŀ рл ǇŜǊ ŎŜƴǘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

questionnaire (a very much lower response rate is probably going to be the ŎŀǎŜύΩ όнлмтΥ рлмύΦ 

In light of this, the response rate was considered satisfactory. Data does not provide 

information as to whether respondents are systematically different from non-responders. 

Despite the number of participants and non-participants not being too distant from one 

another, it is acknowledged that people who responded might have had stronger views than 

those who did not. Similarly, and considering the dissatisfaction rate, those who were 

dissatisfied might have been more inclined to voice their opinions. To strengthen the validity 

of the information gathered, these questionnaires were used as part of a set of different data 

collection tools used to gather, clarify and corroborate information. The initial response rate 

was only of 21 people, and that was considered scarce, so despite the final response rate of 
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50% seen as a success when a second company was included, several measures were 

implemented to improve the response rate through the period whilst the questionnaires were 

handed to students. These are as follows (Bryman, 2012): 

- TCI and TCII both contacted students beforehand to inform them that I 

would contact them about the research via e-mail.  

- A thorough e-mail in the shape of covering letter was written to 

students to inform them on the reasons for this research and on the anonymity 

and confidentiality of the provided data. These included the information sheet and 

the consent form (Appendix 5 and Appendix 6). 

- Follow-up e-mails were sent to those students who did not replied 

within seven days.  

- Questionnaires were kept short, to less than four pages, and less than 

30 minutes to complete (Dörnyei, 2003).  

- Format and layout were easy to follow and intuitive to avoid any 

complications whilst filling in the questionnaire. Similarly, syntax and terminology 

ǿŜǊŜ ǎƛƳǇƭƛŦƛŜŘ ǘƻ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŎƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛƻƴ ό/ƻŘƽΣ 5ŀƴǎ ŀƴŘ ²ŜƛΣ 

2008).  

- A change was implemented from the initial set out questionnaires so 

participants could use their mother tongue (Spanish, English or Galician). On a first 

instance, questionnaires were created and piloted in English with three staff 

members of TCI, as this was also a requirement set by TCI, who requested to see 

first all information to be sent to students. Once results from this pilot were 

obtained, and as a consequence of this reflection, the option of filling in the 

questionnaires in three languages was offered to students. 

A low response rate was one of the main challenges encountered during the 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǊŜŎǊǳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǎǘŀƎŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƭŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ Ǉƭŀƴ ƻŦ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

research in one company. Initially, over 100 students from TCI were contacted, with 11 

responding. Following that, a second e-mail was sent to students, and the number of 

responses increased to 21. This number was still considered low, therefore TCII was included. 

Participant numbers increased from 21 to 51, providing a better opportunity to understand 

the context and the issue of study.  
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In agreement with the literature, an incentive for participating would have improved 

the response rate (Bryman, 2012); however, this research is self-funded and resources 

available limited, therefore this was not possible. All participants did so on voluntary basis.  

Individuals who participated in this study are all men and women between 26 and 55 

years old in full employment, working for corporations with a base in the Spanish peninsula. 

Some spent seveǊŀƭ ƳƻƴǘƘǎ ǇŜǊ ȅŜŀǊ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻǊǊŜǎǇƻƴŘƛƴƎ ŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜǎΩ ōǊŀƴŎƘŜǎ 

abroad, which is a relevant fact for online language courses. It was not imperative that 

workers were of Spanish nationality, but they had to be working for a corporation based in 

Spain. These are the requirements followed by this project, in line with guidelines imposed 

by the Fundae as the funding body of these courses. The number of participants who took 

part in this research are considered a representative cohort of students whose circumstances 

resemble the wider population of students embarking on online language courses of these 

characteristics. Although a higher number of participants would have provided a higher 

volume of data, this would have caused difficulty to manage it, and therefore, it would have 

risked the richness of the data collected from a wide range of participants qualitatively.   

TCI and TCII provide the same service: online English courses to workers of Spanish 

companies funded through the government scheme for professional development. Both 

parties knew of an existing second company involved in the project. The name of either party 

was ever disclosed. Both companies allowed me access to the student cohort of the academic 

year 2017/18. Students included in the research were those who participated in English 

language courses using the platform Speexx as their online support base, and a tutor for a PS 

once per week for 15-minutes. Students who did not do the PSs, or those who did not do the 

platform were excluded from the research, since those were understood not to have the same 

experience, and therefore not comparable. This is considered a reason explaining lower 

participation rates than initially expected. If students who did not do the PSs or the platform 

were accounted for, the total number of students who could have been contact would have 

risen from 103 to 143. If other languages such as French, Italian or French were included, the 

number of candidates could have increased from 103 to 165. Those languages were not taken 

into consideration on the basis that English as the main second language spoken in the world. 

The sampling strategy aimed at gathering the views of a variety of participants from 

different angles, looking for a comprehensive approach to the issue of (dis)continuation, and 
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ŀƛƳƛƴƎ ŀǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƭƭ 

participants involved in the courses.   

3.4 Methodological Background 

In previous studies on student retention and departure, the aim has been to predict which 

students would have a tendency to abandoning their studies, mostly in HE or Colleague (e.g., 

Spady, 1970; Tinto, 1985, 1993; Bean and Metzner, 1985; Kember, 1995; Packham et al., 2004; 

Yukselturk and Inan, 2006; or, Park, 2007). The subject of study of the present investigation 

has been researched in the past mainly from quantitative perspectives (Tinto, 2002; Carderón, 

2005). A number of studies using only quantitative methods or data collection and analysis 

are presented in the literature review when discussing retention models. This quantitative 

perspective had as the main aim to predict student behaviour, or to find causalities. Through 

this approach, the student body is the main unit of analysis, which allows for the 

quantification of students departing, and the sources for their decision.  

This purely quantitative approach, done mainly with the use of surveys and 

questionnaires, comes from theorists who explain the attrition phenomenon from statistical 

models, and via approaches that present individual, social, economic and institutional factors 

(Spady, 1970; Tinto, 1975, 1993; Bean and Metzner, 1985; Kember, 1994; Parker, 1999; Jun, 

2005).  

To a lesser extent, other studies have sought to find answers qualitatively. In this case, 

the understanding of the attrition phenomenon is cultural and educational. These studies 

understand student abandonment from the perspective of social exclusion, which takes place 

ƎǊŀŘǳŀƭƭȅΣ ōǊŜŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƭƛƴƪǎΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ōǊŜŀƪ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ 

influenced by economical, individual and social factors. These studies tend to use an 

ethnographic or a phenomenological approach, and are aimed at schools, high schools or HE 

(e.g., Pineda, 2010).  

The subject of study of this investigation, has not yet been addressed with the precision 

established in this research: I do not look at the attrition problem, but rather, at how students 

are influenced toward (dis)continuing from the English course. Additionally, the present study 

focuses on CT, which has only been addressed by a handful of studies. For example, WǳƴΩǎ 

όнллрύ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ŀ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ŀǘǘǊƛǘƛƻƴΤ ŀƴŘ hΩ/ƻƴƴƻǊ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΩǎ όн003) 

presents the most similar study to the present one using both qualitative and quantitative 

approaches to data collection, but only quantitative in its analysis. One of the main similarities 
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from this project and the present one besides the qualitative and quantitative nature of the 

Řŀǘŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎΣ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ hΩ/ƻƴƴƻǊ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦ όнллоύ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘŜŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ мо 

managers in their data collection within CT.  

In conclusion, the tendency to look at this phenomenon is mainly quantitative, with a few 

qualitative studies, and a number of mix methods. Despite of this, authors such as Parker 

(1999) suggest that to further explore this issue, a mix methods approach is necessary.  

3.5 Ethics 

Lƴ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΣ L ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ΨόΧύ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ of educational researchers is 

multi-disciplinary and that within the paradigms and methodologies espoused by various 

disciplines, and often variously by their sub-divisions, a variety of concepts might be 

ǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛŎΩ ό.9w!Σ нлммΥ пύ, something that remains unchanged in the lattest guidelines of 

BERA (2018). In fact, there are academics who question the purpose of educational research 

(e.g., Stenhouse, 1981; or Hammersley, 2003), or its quality (e.g. Edwards, 2002; or, Kemmis, 

2002). Ethical principles aim at bridging the gap in the different understanding amongst 

researchers within the educational community of reliability, validity, truth or reality (Bera, 

2011). 

In light of this, ethical considerations were established from the beginning of this 

investigation subject to ethical approval, and bounded to the contingency of the context 

(Edwards, 2002; Lindén and Cermák, 2007). Participants were informed of what the project 

entailed, and were sent an information sheet alongside the consent form for them to sign 

(Appendix 5 and Appendix 6) before interacting with the data collection tools. All participants 

were encouraged to ask questions about the investigation at all times, and all steps were 

taken with full transparency. All personal data was erased, and information was treated 

anonymously once gathered. Through the data collection process, students were encouraged 

to use their real names to facilitate tracking, and because they had to be e-mailed and 

identified. Once the data collection was complete, participants were given pseudonyms. 

Similarly, in the transcription of the interviews, those elements that would provide 

information that could clearly identify a participant, a corporation, or similar were erased for 

anonymity purposes. An example of this is when participants used the name of The Company 

they were referring to.  

All data was stored in a secure Newcastle University Drive, and I was the only person who 

had access to original recordings, and original data. Information from questionnaires was 
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downloaded from Google Forms and kept by the researcher in the same drive. The anonymity 

sheet with information on pseudonyms of participants, their roles, and information on their 

interviews is presented in Appendix 7.  

3.6 Data Collection  

This section presents the data collection process, and the instruments used to gather the 

qualitative and quantitative information for this research. 

3.6.1 Data Collection Process 

This section aims at showing the process of how the data was collected, and it will explain 

why these steps were taken in this specific order, portraying a CS protocol (Bryman, 2016: 

27).  

The data collection process commenced in October 2017, after gaining project approval, 

followed by ethical approval. Initially, TCI agreed to share with me the raw data they had 

collected from previous years regarding the number of companies and students that dropped 

out of the English courses they had offered up until that date, including the information about 

those students who did not continue from one year to the next. All of the information initially 

presented to me was raw data that was later processed to be able to understand trends and 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ǘŜƴŘŜƴŎƛŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƎŀǇ ǿŀǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ς having the 

numbers of what had happened from 2012-2017, evidence the trend this issue has seen in 

recent times, and reiterates the need for the current investigation. This data is presented in 

Appendix 1. To clarify, this research started looking at students leaving their training 

unfinished, which according to a plethora of publications, is a worrying issue in distance-

learning. Once this information was processed (Appendix 1), it was noted that many studies 

did not make a difference between those learners who left their courses unfinished, and those 

who did not continue from one year to the next. Instead, they were all categorised as leavers, 

or dropouts. Based on these data and the literature, it was decided to explore this category 

of student departure: those students who, having completed their level or course, decide to 

not continue onto the next level, therefore, no longer enrolling. These students have been 

called discontinuers. 

After the collection of secondary data, in mid-October of 2017 questionnaire one was 

ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ tŀǊƪΩǎ όнллтύ ǘƘŜƻǊȅΣ ǘƘŜ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘŜŘ ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎΣ ŀnd the 

College Persistence Questionnaire (CPQ) (Davidson, Beck and Milligan, 2009; Lindheimer, 
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2011). Then it was piloted with three staff members who had previously participated in the 

provided courses in TCI. After this, a few minor modifications were made ς by refining the 

way certain questions were posed; and a bigger change was implemented. Initially, all 

questions were in English, however, after piloting this questionnaire, it was perceived that 

participants had issues expressing themselves clearly in English, and therefore, a decision was 

made to offer the questionnaire in both Spanish and English. Participants were therefore sent 

a questionnaire that had questions in Spanish and English, and they were informed that they 

could answer in Spanish, English or Galician (as the co-official language in the region of Galicia, 

where this research was conducted). The intention for this change was to allow students to 

express themselves freely and more comfortably in their mother tongue, so questionnaires 

could ƎŜǘ ŀ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǊŜŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘǎΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ǎŀƛŘ ŦƻǊ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎΣ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƛǘ 

applies also to questionnaires that the language of the interview frames the event in 

significant ways, therefore, it is best to allow interviewees to choose what language to speak 

(Codó, et al., 2008). Codó et al. (2008) were referring not only to the language as in Spanish 

or English, but also about the register and the wording. These authors highlight that in 

multilingual contexts questionnaires need to be translated, suggesting that the lack of that 

language barrier enhances closeness with informants and encourages participation (Ibid.). 

This change from English into both Spanish and English was indeed positive, since it allowed 

participants to express their thoughts in the language they felt more comfortable with.  

At the end of October, all students beginning their corresponding courses received an e-

mail from TCI coordinator explaining that I would personally sent them an e-mail with 

information about participating in the investigation. Following this, I sent an e-mail to all 

candidates asking for their participation, and including the information sheet and the consent 

form (Appendix 5 and Appendix 6). TCI requested to be informed of all communications taking 

place between the students and I.  

In December of 2017, I established contact with TCII to enquire about the possibility of 

participating in the research, and to make sure that the courses had the same features and 

therefore would qualify for participation in the research. At the end of January 2018, after 

making sure TCII met all the necessary requirements to participate in the research, and also, 

after gaining approval from the Head of TCII, the same procedure of sending the information 

sheet and the consent form was followed. 
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It was at this point when students were given a code number, and information was 

processed anonymously from the start. Despite of this, it must be noted that the name of 

students was necessary to match the responses from questionnaire I and II, and later on with 

the interviews. Early February, those individuals who were asked to answer the questionnaire 

at the piloting stage repeated the questionnaire to see if the results were the same or similar. 

This aimed at providing the research with validity, and indŜŜŘΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘǎΩ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ 

presented minimal changes corroborating their initial responses and contributing to the 

validity of the results.  

Once all responses were collected and analysed, questionnaire two was made based once 

ƳƻǊŜ ƻƴ tŀǊƪΩǎ όнллтύ ǘƘŜƻǊy, the knowledge on the investigated courses, the College 

Persistence Questionnaire (CPQ) (Davidson, Beck and Milligan, 2009; Lindheimer, 2011), and 

answers from questionnaire one. Questionnaire two was piloted with the same people that 

helped piloting questionnaire one early April 2018. The final questionnaire was sent to 

students via e-mail at the end of April for TCI and early June 2018 to TCII. This questionnaire 

was both in Spanish and English from the start, providing students with the possibility of using 

whichever language they preferred (Codó et al., 2008). It can be found in Appendices ς 

Appendix 9.  

When both questionnaires were received, the information was analysed to decide which 

students would provide the most valuable information to answer the research question based 

on their answers. Also, both companies received e-mails requesting to interview those 

workers and managers working in the Online Language Programmes: recruiters, LCs, TMDs 

and the LTs. Permission was granted and dates were set for the interviews. This process was 

quite lengthy as it was difficult to find some time with TMDs and LCs. After conducting 

interviews with the recruiter and the managing director of TCI, a new stakeholder was 

identified, and therefore contacted for an interview ς the human resources manager or 

coordinator (HRM) from the organisations hiring the courses. All interviews were carried out 

via Skype, and the software Callnote was used to record the audio of the interview. In fact, 

the initial idea was to record both audio and video, but the video quality was not good, and 

therefore, to improve the quality of the sound, it was decided to record audio only. All 

participants were informed their calls were going to be recorded, reminded at the time of the 

recording, and when the recording stopped to align with the ethical considerations 

established.  
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Lǘ ƛǎ ŎƭŀƛƳŜŘ ōȅ .ǊȅƳŀƴ όнлмнύ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΩǎ ǇǊƻƭƻƴƎŜŘ ƛƳƳŜǊǎƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŀ social 

ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎŜŜƳ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ƘƛƳ ƻǊ ƘŜǊ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ŜǉǳƛǇǇŜŘ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ŀǎ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǎŜŜΩ όǇΦ пфпύΦ Lƴ 

agreement with this statement and with the fact that in order to understand a context as 

specific as this, it is necessary to be somehow on the inside. In light of this, I position myself 

as an insider-outsider, that means, somewhere in the middle (Breen, 2007; Cochran-Smith 

and Lytle, 1993) since I have previously been involved in working activities with both 

companies, and I am familiar with the offered English courses and the context where those 

take place. This allowed ƳŜ ŀ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ¢/Ωǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΣ ǘƻ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘ 

naturally with the group of students and stakeholders with a higher degree of intimacy 

(Bonner and Tolhurst, 2002), encouraging participants to express themselves freely during 

the interviews. This familiarity with both companies also helped gaining access to documents 

ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǊŜŎƻǊŘǎΣ ŀǘǘŜƴŘŀƴŎŜ ǊŜƎƛǎǘŜǊǎΣ ŜǘŎΦ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǘŀŦŦ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŀǊƛƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ 

me upon request. Gaining access to this information as a complete outsider would have never 

happened.  

It can be said that this insider-outsider perspective (Breen, 2007) can also be described as 

a continuously shifting relationship dependent on the agent or the section of the research 

project I was engaging in. For example, for access to the students, and the negotiations with 

stakeholders, I relied on the trust built through the years by working for these two companies. 

My previous relationship with them showed gatekeepers that I was to be trusted to conduct 

this research as it would be helpful to consider their business decisions in the future. This 

approach follows that of Thomson and Gunter (2011) in the study they carried out at a school. 

Another reason or example as to why this insider-outsider is the most comprehensive 

approach for this research can be found in the changing identity I needed to gain the most 

information from participants in the questionnaires and the interviews. For example, students 

perceived me as a trustworthy consultant, a confidant, or an expert who wanted to hear their 

thoughts on the courses. This allowed for some honest and in-depth responses which might 

not have happened if I had been an unknown party to students. On the other hand, 

stakeholders perceived me as an expert trying to help understand the issues with 

discontinuity, a researcher seeking answers, and a supporter of language teaching and 

learning. If I had, for instance, positioned myself in the outside ς ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǿƛǘƘ ΨŦǊŜǎƘ ŜȅŜǎΩ 

(Thomson and Gunter, 2011: 18), the formation of questionnaires would have been more 

general, as opposed to tailor-made for this specific context. If I had, for instance, positioned 
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myself in the inside and examined results as the tutor I once was for these courses, there 

would have been a potential lack of distance and perspective in the interpretation of those 

results (Delamont, 2002; Thomson and Gunter, 2011).   

When conducting research on a context such as the one presented on this project, it is 

important to understand the teaching and learning process, and the way these courses are 

offered, funded, and developed. RŜŀǎƻƴǎ ǿƘȅ ōŜƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ΨƛƴǎƛŘŜΩ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ŀ ǘƘƻǊƻǳƎƘ 

understanding of the setting (Breen, 2007; Bonner and Tolhurst, 2002), and of student 

behŀǾƛƻǳǊΦ !ƴ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜǊ ǿƘƻ ΨǇŀǊŀŎƘǳǘŜώŘϐ ƛƴǘƻ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎΧ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǾŀƴƛǎƘώŜŘϐΩ όDŜǊǊŀǊŘΣ 

1995: 59) might have found it difficult to gain access to students, content, and archive 

ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘǎΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ƎŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨǘǊǳǎǘΩ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ǎǇŜŀƪ Ŏomfortably and in 

depth. Despite this familiarity, I positioned myself outside the context of study looking in. 

Undoubtedly, there are advantages and disadvantages to both insider and outsider research, 

hence the concept of the in betweener, which would balance the advantages and diminish 

the shortcomings of each approach (Pugh, Mitchell and Brooks, 2000; Breen, 2007). In this 

case, if I position myself as an insider, I would be looking at the issue from the perspective of 

a tutor, and therefore, would not be aware of all agents involved in the training, and what 

their roles are. On the other hand, this insider position allows for access to a higher number 

of agents, including students, who potentially felt more comfortable talking to me about the 

course than to an outsider or someone they did not know. If I had positioned myself 

exclusively as an outsider would have been contradictory on the basis that I had already 

worked for TCs. Additionally, positioning myself as an outsider allowed for a wider perspective 

on those involved in the training, and to piece all elements together.  

Once the two questionnaires took place, e-mails were sent to LCs, TMDs, recruiters, and 

LTs of both companies to arrange for an interview. Twelve organisations were contacted to 

ask if they would like to participate in the research, with two agreeing to participate, and ten 

stating that they were not allowed to due to data protection regulations. These organisations 

were not included as part of the case. Before conducting the interview, participants were sent 

an information sheet, and signed a consent form similar to the documentation sent to 

questionnaire participants. Once interviews were conducted, and in light of some 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎΣ L ǘǊƛŜŘ ǘƻ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ ǳǇ ǎƻƳŜ ŀƴǎǿŜǊǎ ōȅ Ŝmail to seek for clarification or 

expansion on some items (e.g., with the recruiter of TCI) obtaining no response.  
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As part of the data collection, this research also made use of a free trial of Speexx to be 

able to present the content of the digital learning platform used by these two companies. 

Information was gathered from their website, and from personal use of the platform as 

presented in 1.2 Research Context. This took place in January 2020, as it was considered 

necessary in light of the information provided by students and other participants in 

questionnaires and interviews.  

In conclusion, the data gathering process changed as an ongoing process in order to gain 

a better insight on the matter, which falls in line with the pragmatic approach adopted for 

this research. Some of the initial ideas (e.g. talking exclusively to students, or using English for 

questionnaires) had to be re-thought to make sure that I was approaching the matter from 

all possible angles. This concludes that this grounded theory, and therefore, inductive 

approach, served the purpose of adapting to the difficulty of gathering information in such a 

complicated context with different agents involved on these courses, and from a Spanish 

audience whose command of English was in some cases insufficient for adequate 

communication, and starting without any preconceptions (Bryman, 2012: 473). This falls in 

line with the epistemological and ontological viewpoint and the pragmatic approach adopted 

for this piece of research, which included a variety of data sources, later used for triangulation 

as means of data validation (in Codó, 2005; Bryman, 2012; Cohen et al., 2017).  

A representation of the data gathering process is as follows:  
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Figure 3.2: Data gathering process 

3.6.2 Data Collection Tools 

This section explores the relevance of the different tools used to gather data, in order to 

answer the research question. The approach to the data collection comes from different 

angles ς all stakeholders involved in the courses, using different tools ς secondary data, 

questionnaires and interviews, allowing for a mix-methods approach.  

Secondary Data 

The secondary data in this project is of particularly importance, as it provided the context 

that highlights the need for this research ς the gap between continuers and discontinuers as 

part of the persistency-attrition phenomenon in DE.  

These data take the shape of documentation, or archival records (Bryman, 2016: 114). I 

started by acquiring documents from past academic years containing information about 

student numbers, and enrolment. This provided an overall understanding of what happened 

in previous years on these courses, and established the need of this research. These numbers 

turned the focus of this research from persistency and attrition, to continuation and 

discontinuation, due to the high number of students who finished a course/level, but did not 
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continue onto the following one. This information, presented per corporation, shows the high 

number of student-workers that initiated their language learning and decided not to continue 

(Appendix 1). 

These data came from official documents deriving from private sources ς TCI. According 

to Bryman (2012: 551ύ ΨǎǳŎƘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǾŜǊȅ ƛmportant for researchers conducting 

case studies of organisations. TCs are not the object of study per se, on the contrary, these 

companies aim at being a sample of providers of this type of training. They were chosen for 

two primary reasons: (1) the number of students they enrol every year; and, (2) the fact that 

I have been personally involved in a working relationship in those companies previous to this 

research, which facilitated access to information, staff and students.  

Alongside statistics from previous years, TCs also provided information on the cohort of 

students who completed the questionnaires with regards to their behaviour the following 

academic year (ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ ƻǊ ƴƻǘύΦ {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴƴŀƛǊŜ ŀƴǎǿŜǊǎ ŀƭlowed to 

confirm oǊ ŘŜƴȅ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ǇƻǊǘǊŀȅŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴƴŀƛǊŜ ŀƴǎǿŜǊǎΦ {ƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅΣ 

ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ƻōǘŀƛƴŜŘ ŀǇǊƻǇƻǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŀǘǘŜƴŘŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ t{ǎ ς number of sessions, the 

number of hours students spent on the DLP, and the number of times students participated 

in the forum, which were included in the analysis alongside the questionnaires as quantitative 

data.     

Secondary Data Validity and Credibility 

It is necessary to authenticate the collected documents validity and credibility always 

taking into account ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘƘǊŜŀǘǎ ǘƻ ǾŀƭƛŘƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƭƛŀōƛƭƛǘȅ Ŏŀƴ ƴŜǾŜǊ ōŜ ŜǊŀǎŜŘ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜƭȅΤ 

rather the effects of these threats can be attenuated by attention to validity and reliability 

ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ŀ ǇƛŜŎŜ ƻŦ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΩ ό/ƻƘŜƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нллтΥ 133).  

CƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ CƻǊǎǘŜǊΩǎ guidelines (1994: 155ύΣ ΨōƻǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŀŎŎǳǊŀŎȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

authorship could be validated by the indƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ǿƘƻ ƘŀŘ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ ǘƘŜƳΩ. In this case, since I 

had the contact details of the people who contributed to the creation of the archival 

documents containing information on student continuation per organisation, they were 

asked directly about the authorship of the documents via e-mail. In addition, these 

documents were sent by TCI to government officials, contributing to the verification of their 

authenticity and their credibility (Bryman, 2012). TCI required for these data to be 

anonymised, and that the name of students or the corporations they worked for, would not 
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be disclosed at any time. Following ethical guidelines, all data was anonymised when 

processed for its use (BERA, 2018).  

The DLP provided information of the number of hours students spent working on the 

platform, and the number of participations in the forum. This information was automatically 

recorded by the platform, including the days and times students were connected, and 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊǳƳΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜŘΣ ŀǎ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎ όtƛƭƛ 

ς S4) that students could cheat the number of hours spent working on the DLP, since they 

could leave the platform opened and unattended.  

TCs also provided their records on student attendance. This attendance is taken by the 

tutor when the PSs take place. In order to corroborate the veracity of this information, the 

records sent by TCs were checked against the records of the tutors, confirming the reliability 

of the given data.  

Questionnaires 

vǳŜǎǘƛƻƴƴŀƛǊŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƴ ΨŜŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ ǘƻƻƭ ŦƻǊ ƎŀǘƘŜǊƛƴƎ ǉǳŀƴǘƛŦƛŀōƭŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ όΧύ ǊŀǇƛŘƭȅ ŀƴŘ 

ǎȅǎǘŜƳŀǘƛŎŀƭƭȅΩ ό/ƻŘƽ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нллуΥ 171). This research study has used semi-structured 

questionnaires (Cohen et al., 2017: 474) in two instants of the data collection: (1) once 

students enrolled, but before they had gained access to the course; and (2) once they 

completed their training. This allowed for a longitudinal view of ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ perceptions 

through the progression of an academic year, this being one of the main objectives of these 

questionnaires (Cohen et al., 2017).  

Data gathering tools were designed taking into account the age and sociocultural 

background of participants, so that these would be adequate to the addressed audience 

(Aparicio, Palacios, Martínez, Ángel, Verduzco and Retana, 2008). These self-completion 

questionnaires were administered via a link sent to students by e-mail, using Google Forms. 

Figure 3.3 and Figure 3.4 show what questionnaire two looked like for student-participants. 

Copies of the questions are presented in Appendix 8, and Appendix 9. Questionnaires were 

chosen against interviews ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ƎŀǘƘŜǊ ŀ ƭŀǊƎŜǊ ǎŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǾƛŜǿǎ in a 

faster and more efficient way. 
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Figure 3.3: Questionnaire One 

  

Figure 3.4: Questionnaire Two 

vǳŜǎǘƛƻƴƴŀƛǊŜǎΩ ŘƻǿƴǎƛŘŜǎ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ .ǊȅƳŀƴ όнлмсύ ŀǊŜ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ 

research in several instances. For example, when participants did not have access to any help 

at the time of filling the questionnaire, since they were completed in their own time, from 

anywhere. To prevent potential issues, as mentioned before, questionnaires were made easy 
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to follow and easy to answer. Additionally, student-participants could contact me by e-mail 

for any clarification required for an asynchronous answer. The quality and quantity of 

responses in the answers provided prove that it was a good decision to make this activity 

multilingual. 

Another disadvantage of questionnaires is that they cannot probe for more 

information. To tackle this issue, this research contained open-ended questions and a further 

ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎΩ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ at the end of the questionnaire. To seek further clarity, there was also the 

option of following student responses via e-mail, and with some students, interviews were 

conducted. Not all participants that completed the questionnaires were interviewed, 

however, those who were, had the opportunity to clarify their answers, as it was the case of 

two student-participants. Hence, although questionnaires on their own might not allow to 

probe, the use of additional research tools minimised this limitation.  

Questionnaires do not allow for many open questions, as respondents might not want 

to write extensively, and fatigue becomes a risk factor. To prevent this from happening and 

make questionnaires more dynamic, a combination of opened and closed questions was used. 

Further detail on the types of questions will be presented later in this section. This prevented 

respondents from answering questions quickly and without much thought, potentially 

deviating from accurate information. To prevent students from disengagement, 

questionnaires were also kept short (questionnaires should not be longer than four pages or 

take longer than 30 minutes to complete (Dörneyei, 2003)). This posed a challenge, meaning 

that there was a compromise on the type of questions asked. The initial questionnaires 

included a higher number of questions that required longer answers, and, it was decided to 

reword some questions, and to eliminate others. This intended to increase reliability on the 

ōŀǎƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛŦ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀƴǘǎ ƎŜǘ ǘƛǊŜŘΣ ƛǘ ΨǊŜŘǳŎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭƛŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘǊǳƳŜƴǘΩ ό/ƻŘƽ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ 

2008: 172). Participants were informed that questionnaires would not take longer than 30 

minutes to cƻƳǇƭŜǘŜΣ ŀǾƻƛŘƛƴƎ ΨǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŦŀǘƛƎǳŜΩ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ 

answers (Bryman, 2012: 679). 

Bryman (2016) argues that questionnaires are not appropriate for all audiences 

(2016). In this case, these online questionnaires were done via e-mail using Google Forms 

since all participants were enrolled in an online English course, and therefore, they had access 

to a computer and to their e-mails. Therefore, although this could be considered a 
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disadvantage, in this case it was thought to be an advantage allowing students geographically 

widely dispersed to complete the questionnaire anywhere at any time.  

At the risk of missing data from potentially valuable informants and questions, the 

instructions provided stated that participants could skip any question. Ethically it was 

established that this would prevent pressure on participants to disclose information they 

were not comfortable sharing (BERA, 2018). This issue materialised in the second 

questionnaire, where some students chose to not answer all questions.   

Despite the above downsides and solutions, questionnaires were chosen because they 

are cost-effective (Cohen et al., 2017: 471). Google Forms is free, and allows the creation of 

an unlimited number of questionnaires. E-mail allowed for questionnaires to be easy to 

administer and tracked. Students who signed the consent form received an e-mail with 

instructions and a link to access the questionnaires. For those students who did not complete 

it straight away, there was a follow-up procedure via timed reminders sent by e-mail (Codó, 

2005), I can therefore conclude that technology contributed toward facilitating and speeding 

the questionnaire administration and data collection process (Cohen et al., 2017).  

Another advantage of using questionnaires is that they allow for the absence of 

ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜǊΩǎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜǊΩǎ ǾŀǊƛŀōƛƭƛǘȅ όǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǳǎŜŘ ǎŜƳƛ-

structured interviews as later explained, which allowed for great flexibility and therefore for 

questions to be re-ordered and re-phrased). Both those items are said to influence interviews, 

but not questionnaires.  

tŀǊƪΩǎ όнллтύ aƻŘŜƭ ƻŦ 5ǊƻǇƻǳǘ ŦǊƻƳ Distance-learning in Organisations, which draws 

ƻƴ wƻǾŀƛΩǎ όнллоύ CPM for its structure and time: two questionnaires, one prior to course and 

one during the course was use as a model regarding the timing of questionnaires given to 

students. Question items were also ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ tŀǊƪΩǎ framework (2007), integrating 

elements from the knowledge of investigated courses, and underpinned by the CPQ 

(Davidson, Beck and Milligan, 2009; Lindheimer, 2011). The latter was used as a reference for 

question creation due to its proven validity. Questions were not taken from this research tool 

directly since it is a 53-item questionnaire ς rather lengthy for the type of audience this 

research addresses, and the fact that it is aimed specifically at American Colleges (Davidson 

et al., 2009). In sum, questions posed to student-participants arise from the CPQ, the factors 

ŀƴŘ ǎǘŀƎŜǎ ƻŦ tŀǊƪΩǎ ƳƻŘŜƭ όнллтύΣ ŀƴŘ ƻƴ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ 

and training offered (Appendix 1). 
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Following the structure of the CPQ (Davidson et al., 2009), and the stages set out by 

Park (2007), with the inclusion of context specific questions, these can be divided onto:  

a. {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŘŜƳƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŀƎŜ ƻǊ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ  

b. StudentsΩ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘ ǇǊƛƻǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ 

education, learning skills, or online skills (e.g., άIƻǿ Ƴŀƴȅ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƘŀǾŜ ȅƻǳκōŜŜƴ 

studying English informally (on your own, with a private teacher or in a language 

ŀŎŀŘŜƳȅύέ όvмύύΦ 

c. ParticipantsΩ ƳƻǘƛǾŜǎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǿƘȅ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǘǳŘȅ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ŀƴŘ 

why they had enrolled on this particular course; questions that were posed before 

they started the course (e.g., άIƻǿ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ 

this course online towards your deciǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŜƴǊƻƭ ƻƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΚέ όvмύύΦ 

d. Institutional commitment, which was assessed with several items such 

as student satisfaction with their training, or whether they took the course 

influenced by their companies in any way (e.g., ά!ǊŜ ȅƻǳ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ Ŏƻǳrse on a 

млл҈ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŀǊȅ ōŀǎƛǎΚέ όvмύύΦ 

e. Degree of commitment, which in this case has to do with progressing 

onto the next level and gaining the certification of the hours spent on an English 

course ς with no official validity; and with the commitment to complete the level 

in which the student had ŜƴǊƻƭƭŜŘ όŜΦƎΦ άƘƻǿ ŎƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŘ ŀǊŜ ȅƻǳ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ 

ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜέ όvнύΤ ƻǊΣ άƛǎ ƎŀƛƴƛƴƎ ŀ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŎŜǊǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜ ŀ ŦŀŎǘƻǊ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳ 

ǘƻ ŘŜŎƛŘŜ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƻ ŜƴǊƻƭ ƻǊ ƴƻǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΚέ όvнύύΦ 

f. Academic integration, and whether students manage to engage with 

the course, the MOD and the teaching and learning method offered (e.g., ά5ƛŘ 

ȅƻǳǊ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƳŀǘŎƘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ƘŀŘ ƻƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΚέ όvнύύΦ 

g. Social integration examined with both staff and students (e.g., άIŀǾŜ 

ǘƘŜ tƘƻƴŜ {Ŝǎǎƛƻƴǎ ƘŜƭǇŜŘ ȅƻǳ ǎǘŀȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΚέ όvнύύΦ 

h. Support services satisfaction includes the support students receive 

throughout the course (e.g., άIŀǾŜ ȅƻǳ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǎǘŀŦŦ 

όŜȄŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǘǳǘƻǊύΚέ όvнύύΦ 

i. Relationship of personality and adjustment, and how students fitted 

into this teaching and learning methodology depending on their skills, personality 
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and motives to enrol (e.g., ά²Ƙȅ ƘŀǾŜ ȅƻǳ ŘŜŎƛŘŜŘ ǘƻ ŜƴǊƻƭ ƻƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ 

course? (Please, expand as much as you ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅύέ όvмύύΦ  

j. Financial variables in this context do not apply the usual way they 

would in an institution where students pay for the training they receive. Instead, 

in this context, students do not have to contribute financially. However, they were 

ŀǎƪŜŘ ŜΦƎΦ άLƴ ǘƘŜ ŜǾŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ Ǉŀȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ ǿƻǳƭŘ ȅƻǳΚέ 

(Q2). Meaning that financial variables do not affect students in their decision 

discontinue.  

k. External factors, which include those items that cannot be controlled 

by student-participants (e.g., άIŀǎ ȅƻǳǊ ǿƻǊƪƭƻŀŘ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ƻǊ ŘŜŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 

ŘǳǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ȅƻǳǊ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎΚέ όvнύύΦ 

Questionnaires contained different types of questions to fit their individual intended 

purpose (Champagne, 2014). The overall objective of the questionnaires was to collect the 

perceptions of students regarding the whole experience on the English language courses. 

aƻǊŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅΣ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴƴŀƛǊŜ ƻƴŜ ŀƛƳŜŘ ŀǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘ ŀƴŘ 

readiness to take the English course, as well as exploring their initial thoughts, expectations 

and motivations to enrol.  

Questionnaire two aimed at studying the impact of life commitments (work, family, 

ŜǘŎΦύ ƻƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜΤ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ŀnd 

satisfaction with the course. It also explored ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ah5 ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

method ς Ǿƛŀ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ό5[tΣ t{ǎΣ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘΣ 

ŜǘŎΦύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƘŀŘ ƻƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ όŘƛǎύŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜΤ ŀƴŘ ƭŀǎǘƭȅΣ explore the 

usefulness of the course. 

Those aims conǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ŀƴǎǿŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘǳŘȅΩǎ sub-questions (what are 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƳƻǘƛǾŜǎ ǘƻ ŜƴǊƻƭ ƻƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎΚ In which way do learner perceptions of the 

course features impact discontinuity? What is the impact of stakeholders in discontinuity?), 

that help answering the main research question of this study: what influences discontinuation 

in adult workers in CT online language courses in Spain?  

¢Ƙƛǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΩǎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴƴŀƛǊŜǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǘȅǇŜǎ ƻŦ questions:  

1. Open-ended that allow participants to express their thoughts freely, and to invite 

ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ΨƘƻƴŜǎǘΣ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘΩ ό/ƻƘŜƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлмтΥ 475) on their course 

ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ Ψƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ǘŜǊƳǎΩ ό.ǊȅƳŀƴΣ нлмнΥ 247). One of the 
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main reasons to employ open-ended questions is to explore areas where the 

ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊ ƘŀŘ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ όIbid.). These sought 

ΨŀǳǘƘŜƴǘƛŎƛǘȅΣ ǊƛŎƘƴŜǎǎΣ ŘŜǇǘƘ ƻŦ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ŀƴŘ ƘƻƴŜǎǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŎŀƴŘƻǳǊΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ 

the principles of validity in qualitative research (Cohen et al., 2017: 475). Some of 

the responses provided in open-ended questions were itemised and treated as 

quantitative data when themes or categories made it possible. Examples of open-

ŜƴŘŜŘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ǳǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀǊŜΥ ΨLǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ȅƻǳ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ 

ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳΚ LŦ ȅŜǎΣ ǇƭŜŀǎŜ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴΦΩ όvнύΤ ƻǊΣ Ψ²Ƙȅ ƘŀǾŜ ȅƻǳ ŘŜŎƛŘŜŘ 

to enrol on this specific EngƭƛǎƘ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΚΩ όvмύΦ 

2. Closed questions aimed at making comparisons amongst groups (Oppenheim, 

1992: 115) ς continuers and discontinuers. This type of questions allowed the 

respondent to answer quickly, and for quick coding for analysis. It is acknowledged 

that closed questions do not allow for participants to add any explanation or 

remark, which can lead to bias (Oppenheim, 1992: 115), or to participants not 

placing enough time in considering their response, hence the different types of 

questions included. The different types of closed questions included are:  

a. {ŎŀƭŜǎ ƻŦ Řŀǘŀ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ƴƻƳƛƴŀƭ Řŀǘŀ ǘƻ ƎŀǘƘŜǊΣ ŜΦƎΦ Ψ¢ƘŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴκǎ ǿƘȅ L ŀƳ 

studying English are (tick as many as you need): work, further my education, 

travelling, access knowledge in a different ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ƻŦ ƳƛƴŜΣ ΨŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜΩ ǎǇŜŀƪǎ 

English, self-improvement, pleasure, it is the language I have been studying all 

Ƴȅ ƭƛŦŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜΣ ƻǘƘŜǊΦΩ όvмύ 

b. Dichotomous questions aimed at finding a concise and precise answer, e.g. 

Ψ!ǊŜ ȅƻǳ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƻƴ млл҈ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŀǊȅ ōŀǎƛǎΚΩ όvмύΤ ƻǊΣ ΨLǎ ƎŀƛƴƛƴƎ ŀ 

language certificate a factor for you to decide whether to enrol or not on the 

ŎƻǳǊǎŜΚΩ όvнύΦ ¢ƻ ƘŜƭǇ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŜȄǇŀƴŘ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿŀǎ ŀǎƪŜŘΣ 

these included a follow-up question where students could provide further 

information. For example, to the previous question from Q1, the follow-up 

ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎΥ ΨLŦ ƴƻΣ ǇƭŜŀǎŜ ŜȄǇŀƴŘΩΦ  

c. Multiple-choice questions were presented to students with mutually exclusive 

responses in pairs, e.g. Ψplease tick one option of each pair accordingly: My 

tutor has been... (a) Important to continue onto the next level; (b) The reason 

ƻǊ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ L ǿƛƭƭ ƴƻǘ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ƻƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ƭŜǾŜƭΩ όvнύΦ hǇǘƛƻƴǎ 
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offered to students (such as those presented in (a) and (b), which were 

mutually exclusive. 

d. wŀǘƛƴƎ ǎŎŀƭŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŀǇŜ ƻŦ [ƛƪŜǊǘ ǎŎŀƭŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ 

attitudes and opinions (Cohen et al., 2017: 480) on certain aspects of these 

9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎΣ ŜΦƎΦ ΨIƻǿ ƳǳŎƘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ȅƻǳǊ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǘowards enrolling the 

ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƛǎ ƻƴƭƛƴŜΚΩ όvмύΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ŎƘƻƻǎŜ 

from 0 ς not at all, to 5 ς it was the main reason.  

In conclusion, variety in the types of questions was thought to encourage students to 

complete questionnaires providing more complete answers. Both open and close questions 

come with advantages and disadvantages. However, when combined, they complement each 

other and allow for a beneficial balance. Additionally, disadvantages of both types of 

questions are tamed with the use of several data sources and triangulation, highlighting the 

ǘƻƻƭǎΩ ŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜǎΦ  

Interviews 

Interviews are probably the most widely used method in qualitative research due to the 

many advantages these entail when interested in a phenomenon where people are involved 

(Bryman, 2016). Semi-structured interviews were employed in this research project for 

several reasons such as validating results provided by questionnaires; gaining a better 

understanding of some statements made by students; getting the full picture around the 

agents involved in these courses ς from the providing and the receiving end; corroborating 

and clarify answers provided by students; and, to explore if information not yet considered 

would surface.  

All interviews were conducted in the native language of participants: Spanish, and later 

translated previous to the data analysis. This decision was made in light of the adjustments 

made to the questionnaires, where much richer data arouse when student-participants 

responded in their native language. To strengthen the reliability of this investigation, 

Appendix 10 shows an extract from an interview showing the original text in Spanish, and its 

translation into English.  

Different interviewees were included on the basis that informant selection is a 

fundamental issue (Bryman, 2016; Codó, 2005; Cohen et al., 2017). Some participants were 

current students enrolled on the academic year 2017-18 (data collection year). To gain better 
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ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎΣ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ Ψŀǘ ǊƛǎƪΩ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŜǊŜ identified post-

questionnaire data analysis. Two of those students at risk were contacted for an interview 

from which only one agreed to participate. Two student-continuers from the 2017-18 

academic year were also interviewed, as it was important to collect the perception of students 

who decided to continue, and those who did not. To explore the issue from a different angle, 

former students who were not participating on the courses anymore at this stage, but who 

had participated before the academic year 2017-18 were also included. Lastly, other 

ǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜŘΥ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜǎΩ ǊŜŎǊǳƛǘŜǊǎ όƻƴŜύΣ [/ǎ όǘǿƻύΣ LTs (two), TMDs 

όƻƴŜύΣ ŀƴŘ Iw5ǎ όǘǿƻύΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨƛŦ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŎŀǊŜŦǳƭƭȅ ǎŜƭŜŎǘŜŘΣ ǘƘŜ 

data might be mislŜŀŘƛƴƎΩ ό/ƻdó et al., 2008: 166). Participants were meticulously chosen to 

acquire a better understanding on the (dis)continuity issue from all angles, giving voice to all 

agents involved in these language courses. This comprehensive approach is one of the 

contributions of this research project, since other investigations on this subject did not 

interviewed all participants involved. For example, Seyoum (2008) interviewed tutors and 

programme coordinators.  

Semi-structured interviews were chosen for all participants because of their potential 

ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ŎƻƳŜǎ ǘƻ ƎŀǘƘŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜŜǎΩ ƻǿƴ ǾƛŜǿΣ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴǎΣ ŀƴŘκƻǊ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎǎ ό.ǊȅƳŀƴΣ 

2016). They also allow for ongoing clarification, this being one of the main advantages of this 

data collection tool. This meant that if interviewees did not understand the question, they 

could ask for clarification in situ. This type of interviews allows for the exploration of key 

concepts in depth, therefore, although there is an initial roadmap, it is adequate and often 

encouraged to go off tangent (Bryman, 2016). It is acceptable to focus on particular aspects 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿ ǘƻ Ǝŀƛƴ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜŜΩǎ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘǎΣ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ 

what is important to them by adding questions in the moment, or by asking for corroboration 

of a statement. It could be said that the flexibility allowed by this type of interviews provided 

more importance to the interviewee, who led in which direction the interview went providing 

rich and detailed answers.  

Other options were considered in terms of what type of interview to conduct ς structured 

or unstructured interviews, but those were not thought to be the best tools to collect the 

required data for the present study. Structured interviews presented certain issues for the 

information that this research aimed at gathering, and the overall inductive, exploratory 

nature of this investigation. For instance, when delivering a structured interview, the 



132 
 

ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƛǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴs, rather than on allowing the interviewee to present 

with emerging issues (Bryman, 2016), when in the case of a structured interview, the issues 

are all presented by the interviewer. If this is examined within this present study where the 

aim is to understand the situation to provide answers as to why these types of courses see a 

number of students discontinuing, that approach would not be suitable. In order to explore 

potential answers to the research question, students, administrators, organizers, tutors, etc. 

need to voice their thoughts and concerns. This would not be possible on a structured 

interview, since the interviewer does not want to ask questions that are not part of the script. 

This is also the case for follow up interviews, since it would compromise the standardisation 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ΨǘƘŜ ǊŜƭƛŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǾŀƭƛŘƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜƳŜƴǘΩ ό.ǊȅƳŀƴΣ 

2012: 470).  

All interviews followed an initial script (Appendix 11) that includes some themes to seek 

information and to get students talking. This means that interviews were all different, 

presented very different information and interviewees engaged in different subjects more 

thoroughly, providing rich, detailed information on different matters. The lack of flexibility 

presented by structured interviews would not have accomplished that, due to the need for 

standardisation in the way in which those interviews are handled. Structured interviews aim 

ŀǘ ƎŀǘƘŜǊƛƴƎ Řŀǘŀ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ ŎƻŘŜŘΣ ƻǊ ƛƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ǘƻ ΨƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜ ŀƴǎǿŜǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ 

coded and processeŘ ǉǳƛŎƪƭȅΩ ό.ǊȅƳŀƴΣ нлмнΥ 470), not allowing for in depth and exhaustive 

information to be collected. In essence, although other interview types were considered, 

semi-structured interviews were concluded to be the best approach considering the research 

questions, the nature of the present study and the needed flexibility to address different 

stakeholders. 

Interview questions were based on the following:  

Participant Questions 

Students: 

ΨōƻǘǘƻƳ-up 

ǾƛŜǿΩ 

- Current students: from their questionnaire answers ς follow up and 

clarification. 

- Past students: overall thoughts and impressions on the course and its 

different aspects. Information that had been asked to current students 

in the questionnaires. E.g.: goals and intentions upon enrolment, 
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fulfilment of those goals upon completion, suggestions for changes on 

the course, reasons to (dis)continue, or post-course English study. 

Tutors: 

ΨƛƴǎƛŘŜǊΩǎ 

ǾƛŜǿΩ 

- ΨƛƴǎƛŘŜǊΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΩ 

- Perspective of the tutor as an insider, and as the figure who is in contact 

with students weekly. This person obtains feedback from students on 

weekly basis. Interviews aimed at: attaining information regarding 

ǘǳǘƻǊΩǎ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎe teaching, exploring if 

their working conditions had any impact in the teaching and services 

offered to students, gaining an insight on their perception of the 

courses, their role in (dis)continuation, their perception on the factors 

students choose to (dis)continue, and, suggestions for course changes. 

Other 

stakeholders 

- Ψ¢ƻǇ-down ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΩ 

- Perspective of the different stakeholders as insiders-outsiders, but not 

as training services users. The constructed questions aimed at gaining 

an insight on their perception on the different stages of the courses ς 

including present and future. Questions were constructed to 

understand the perspectives of stakeholders on: student support; the 

recruitment process; discontinuation as an issue, factors leading to it, 

and measures to tackle this event; suggestions for course changes; and 

the future of the courses.  

 

Table 3.1: CƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎ 

 

It is without a doubt that interviews aided the understanding of the research question and 

sub-questions, and the fact that they were done as the last stage, meant that I was better 

informed to asking questions, as there was a better understanding of what required further 

clarification. In conclusion, and in retrospect, I believe that steps were carefully taken. These 

steps allowed the collection of valuable data that would have otherwise not been as rich, 

detailed and clear as the obtained data.  

The written interview questions posed to participants were based on the literature (in 

previous persistency models such as those explained in 2.2 Retention and Attrition Models), 

ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ŜƳŜǊƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴƴŀƛǊŜǎΦ !ǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎ ǘƻƻƪ ǇƭŀŎŜΣ ƴŜǿ 
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questions arose from those interviews, providing the following interview questions with more 

depth in order to provide as much detail and clarification as possible to previous themes that 

emerged in prior interviews as an ongoing process. Scripts for the different interview 

participants (tutors, LCs, etc.) can be found in Appendix 11. Similarly, the interviews 

construction process can be seen in Figure 3.5.  

The interview questions in this research varied considerably, as it is the case in semi-

structured interviews. The ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ YǾŀƭŜΩǎ όмффсύ ƴƛƴŜ ǘȅǇŜǎ ƻŦ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ 

were used in the present study: 

- Introducing questions: this type of questions were ǳǎŜŘ ŀ ΨǿŀǊƳ ǳǇΩ ǘƻ 

make sure that the interviewee felt comfortable. These were aimed at students 

losing up, sƻ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŘŜǘŀƛƭŜŘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŜΦƎΦ ά.ŜŦƻǊŜ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎΣ Ƙƻǿ 

was the course? How do you think the course helped you or not? What are your 

ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΚέ ό¢ƘŜƻ ς S3). 

- Follow-up questions: these were used when a statement was not 

clearly understood, or when the subject or object that the interviewee was 

speaking of was unclear. In short, when clarification or extra information on the 

matter to better understand the answer was needed. In some cases, the technique 

used was not to ask a question directly but rather as Kvale (1996) suggests, by 

repeating significant words in an answer that have the potential to stimulate 

ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŜȄǇƭŀƴŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŜΦƎΦ ά.ȅ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴǎ ȅƻǳ ƳŜŀƴ ǘƘŜ t{Σ ǊƛƎƘǘΚέ ό[ŀǊŀ ς 

TMD1). 

- Probing questions: very similar to the previous type, aim at attempting 

to get the interviewee to explain a statement further. They are useful when a 

statement might seem contradictory, in which case, the interviewee has the 

opportunity to clarify. An example of this can be seen when talking about 

assessment and the evaluations with the TMD. This person was asked on a first 

ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΥ άŘo you think that a final exam where students could obtain an official 

ŎŜǊǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ōŜƴŜŦƛŎƛŀƭ ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ƻƴŜ ȅŜŀǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘΚέ After 

the answer provided, some items needed clarification, and therefore, the next 

ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎΥ ά5ƻ ȅƻǳ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǎƻƳŜƘƻǿ ǊŜǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜŘΚ 

Because every three weeks students have some evaluations, right? Do you think 

that perhaps that you say that ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŘŜŀƭ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ 
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ŜȄŀƳΣ ŜǘŎΦ ŜǘŎΧΚέ ¢ƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ƘŜƭǇŜŘ ŎƭŀǊƛŦȅ ǎƻƳŜ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘ 

mentioned in her answer that were not clear, and where I considered further 

explanation would be beneficial.  

- Specifying questions: in line with the last two type of questions, 

specifying questions in the present research aimed at finding clarity of events, 

consequences of actions, feelings, etc. They were particularly helpful to 

understand how participants felt about a particular situation or event. For 

ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ YƛŀƘ ό[/мύ ǿŀǎ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭƭȅ ŀǎƪŜŘ ά²Ƙŀǘ Řƻ ȅƻǳ ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ŀǎ 

ǘƻ ǿƘȅ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ƭŜŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎΚέΤ ǘƻ ŀƭƭƻǿ ŦƻǊ ŎƭŀǊƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ 

ǿŀǎΥ ά¢ƘŜƴΣ ōȅ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƻƭŘ ƳŜΣ Řƻ ȅƻǳ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀt we are moving 

towards an individualisation or personalisation ƻŦ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎΚέ 

- Direct questions were used toward the end of interviews (Kvale, 1996), 

although in some instances, these were used in the middle of the interview as well. 

For example: ά¢ƘŜƴ Ƴŀƛƴƭȅ ŦƻǊ ǿƻǊƪΣ ǊƛƎƘǘΚέ όbŜƭƭȅ ς S5), which works both as a 

direct question, and as a specifying question.  

- Indirect questions: this ǘȅǇŜ ŀƛƳŜŘ ŀǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜŜΩǎ 

own view, which in the case of the present research, happened in a considerably 

number of questions. This research aims at bringing facts to light, but at the same 

time, it also seeks to give all implicated agents a voice, to see how they perceive 

ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎǎǳŜΦ !ƴ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘǳǘƻǊǎΥ άWhat is your opinion 

about these English courses?έ όwŀǉǳŜƭ ς LT1).  

- Structuring questions: these aim at concluding one section, topic or 

subject, and aim at providing information to the interviewee as to what is 

happening throughout the interview. This is particularly helpful for participants to 

feel included in the process and to avoid the feeling of being bombarded with 

questions one after another. Even more so when using telephone or Skype (audio 

only) interviews, since there is no non-verbal interaction and it is difficult to know 

what is happening on the other end unless told. An example of this in the 

ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎ ƛǎΥ ά¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǿƘȅ ŦƻǊ ŀ 

few years there was a boom on these courses. By what you tell me, you think that 

this is associated to the socioeconomic moment of the country, do you think that 

ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎΚέ ό[ŀǊŀ ς TMD1). 
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- Silence: silences are key to interviews, since these provide participants 

with the opportunity to pause for a second and gather their thoughts before 

answering or continuing with an answer. This was not only beneficial for the 

participant, but also for me as the researcher. Sometimes, interviewees feel 

pressured to answer quickly and it is difficult for them to find the right words to 

say what they mean, which translates in them using extra sentences and in some 

cases, examples. All of that turns into extra transcribing to do, which, if the 

interviewer had provided the participant with a pause to gather his or her 

thoughts, then that idea would have been condensed in a much briefer sentence. 

Also acknowledged is that these silences might be deceiving via telephone or a 

Skype (audio only), as these should not be too long. Silences that go on for too long 

might also make the participant uncomfortable, due to that need to fill in the 

silences, or the thought that the connection might have been interrupted. 

In conclusion using a variety of questions allowed for less monotone interviews (Codó 

et al., 2005), which translated into interviewees becoming more engaged, and sharing more 

information.  

Because this is an exploratory research, the interviews question guide was developed 

ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴƴŀƛǊŜǎΩ ŘŀǘŀΣ ƻƴƎƻƛƴƎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ L ƎŀƛƴŜŘ ǿƘŜƴ 

working at TCs.  

In preparation for the interviews, L ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ƭƛǾŜǎ 

(Bryman, 2012, 2016), where some participants were previous students of mine, or past 

colleagues, which made this criterion easier to fulfil. Additionally, all participants happened 

to be from the North West of Spain, which shares a great deal of its traditions, culture, jargon, 

that I have experienced in my upbringing. The fact that I was familiar with the setting in which 

the interviewees work and live allowed a better understanding of the way they expressed 

themselves.  

Before, during or after the interviews, I was prepared to answer any questions 

participants might have had about the research, the interview, the data, the reasons to 

conduct such a research, the reasons why they were selected, etc. In anticipation to potential 

questions, an in addition to the consent and information sheet, I provided a short briefing 

before starting the recording to reassure them of the confidentiality and anonymity of the 

data. In order to prevent technical issues, I used the best equipment I had access to. When 
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interviewing I was always in a quiet and private place with a good and reliable internet 

connection so that the sound quality would be the best possible.  

The interviews carried out for this piece did not have any other preconceptions than 

those themes acquired by the questionnaires, and progressively, by the interviews 

themselves. All interviews were well thought and prepared in advance, with a guide for 

questions that was focused and flexible. This means that although I wanted to go over all 

questions in a certain order initially, although I was prepared to alter this order. All questions 

were aimed at answering the research questions stated in 1.3.1 Aims and Research Questions. 

These were not made too specific to allow students to speak their minds and to explore 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ perceptions. The language used in the interviews matched the register of that of 

the audience. It was made sure that all words, terminology and expressions used were known 

by the interviewee in order to facilitate communication and avoid any possibility of 

misunderstanding the question.   

The process of creating the interviews for students and former students took place as 

shown in Figure 3.5.
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Figure 3.6: Interview creation process 

 

 

Initial script B Final script B Interview II 

QuestionnaireǎΩ data analysis 

 
Revision of interview themes in light of results revision of interview themes in light of results 

Interview topics 

 
Interview I Final script C 

Formulate interview themes 

 
Final script A 

Interview III 

Revision of interview themes (in light of the 

questionnaire data analysis and the interview topics 

agreed) 

 

Final revision of interview themes 
(So on and so forth until the very last interview. 

                                          Pilot Identify issues and omissions Final themes (Appendix 12) 
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Figure 3.5 shows how once the final script for the interview questions was produced, 

it was constantly reviewed based on the collected data. This allowed for corroboration of 

information, as well as assisted in terms of creating themes from questionnaires and 

interviews altogether (Cohen et al., 2017). In this planning stage, first steps were taken in light 

of what had already been done in previous attrition and retention research ς more 

particularly, in the research framework established by Park (2007), the need for this study, 

the usefulness of the questions and the feasibility of collecting the data (Codó et al., 2008). 

Valuable information for the creation of the interview questions were the questionnaires, 

since those showed some of the reoccurring themes from the courses. Once the initial 

interview questions were formulated, they were reviewed in light of the literature (Rovai, 

2003; and Park, 2007), the questionnaires and the themes agreed upon. Following this, the 

interview plan was piloted with two former students who were also working at TCI (Bryman, 

2016; Codó et al., 2008; Redmond, 2000). This piloting stage was used to find gaps in the 

interview questions and to identify redundant questions. This phase was also used to 

rearrange the structure of the interview and to rephrase some of the questions to adjust the 

register and make sure that participants would fully understand the language used (Codó et 

al., 2008). After the last revision, the final questions for students were obtained. These 

ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǊŜǾƛŜǿŜŘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ŜŀŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƻƴƎƻƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΦ ¢ƘŜ 

reason for that is that it was considered necessary to review the information required, to 

clarify previous themes, or to add further information within a specific topic. This strategy 

posed very helpful in terms of justifying themes and finding rich detail for those themes.  

StakeholdersΩ questions were based on the literature, questionnaires final themes, 

ŀƴŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎΦ  

Although Bryman (2016), or Cohen et al. (2017) recommend taking notes whilst 

conducting the interviews, in this case, these notes did not have to do with the information 

provided, but rather, with regards to those sections or segments that needed further 

exploration. These were not included as part of the data collection or analysis. Lastly, to clarify 

certain items from the interviews once I listened to the audio recordings, which involved the 

ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ŎƭŀǊƛǘȅ ǿƘŜƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ΨǎǳƎƎŜǎǘΩ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ŜƴǊƻƭƳŜƴǘΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ 

participants were e-mailed, to seek clarification on two occasions. Despite these efforts, no 

response was obtained, and therefore, there was no further attempt to gain an explanation. 
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All interviews were conducted via Skype due to the distant location of participants. 

Interviews were recorded via the free software Callnote, using Skype version 8.25.0.5, the 

latest Skype version at the time, and a personal computer. Students used either their 

computers or their Smartphones. The devices they used are unknown to the researcher. 

Recording of interviews is considered essential to all intents and purposes (Bryman, 2016), 

since this allows to avoid getting distracted by having to take in depth notes during the course 

of the interview, and allows concentrating in the interview itself.  

Interviews were transcribed, with the many advantages that come from recording and 

transcribing interviews (Heritage, 1984, in Bryman, 2016). In this case, it helped recall and 

examine not only what was said, but the way it was said, including the tone and specific words 

used. Similarly, having the recording, allows others to scrutinise and evaluate the 

transcription and the analysis of the original documents, adding to the confirmation of 

credibility and validity of the data collected; and for other researchers, the possibility of using 

the materials to further the present study. In addition, having interviews recorded helps 

ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊ ŀŎŎǳǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΩǎ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ƻǊ ōƛŀǎŜŘ ǿƘŜƴ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛƴƎ 

the data, contributing toward the validity and rigurosity of the data collected.  

Despite agreement amongst researchers that recording is beneficial in many ways, it 

is also worth noting that the procedure is extremely time consuming, particularly when after 

the process of transcribing, to which five to six hours were allowed for each hour of recording 

(Bryman, 2016), all interviews were translated into English (Halai, 2007; Taylor, 2006). Lofland 

and Lofland (1995) advise that the analysis of qualitative data should not be left until the very 

ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΣ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜƴΣ ƛǘ ǿƛƭƭ ǎŜŜƳ ƭƛƪŜ ƻƴŜ ƛǎ ŦŀŎƛƴƎ ŀ ΨƳƻƴǳƳŜƴǘŀƭ 

ǘŀǎƪΩ (Bryman, 2016:484). In this case, interviews were transcribed and translated within 48 

hours from interview completion, and this way, the answers and common themes that 

aroused from the initial interviews could be used in coming interviews. This grounded theory 

analysis was particularly helpful and successful, since questions could be posed in a more 

direct way (Bryman, 2016) and therefore, those issues of increasing interest were exploited 

to obtain clearer answers to recurrent themes and questions.  

Bryman (2016: путύ ǎǘŀǘŜǎΥ ΨYŜŜǇ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜǊ ƎƻƛƴƎΩΦ IŜ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊ 

should not stop recording. As a matter fact, it does not say when one should stop doing so. 

He does it on the basis that there might be valuable information once the participant thinks 

that he or she is not being recorded, and therefore, a researcher should be switched on for 
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as long as possible. Other authors such as Warren et al. (2003) claim that this was an issue 

they faced in their own research, and also agree with continuing to record once questions 

have finished. In this project I have chosen to always keep participants informed of when they 

were being recorded and when not, although the conversation started before the recorder 

was on, and ended after the recorder was stopped. Bryman (2016) suggests that this ethical 

issue can be solved by asking the interviewee if he or she does not mind including that 

information as part of the interview, and if it is agreed by all parties, then there is no reason 

as to why it should not be added as part of the information gathered. I personally do not feel 

ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘƛǎ ŜǘƘƛŎŀƭ ŎƘƻƛŎŜΣ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ ŜƴŘŀƴƎŜǊƛƴƎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ 

withdraw altogether from the study if they felt their trust being betrayed (Cohen et al., 2017: 

350).  

Data Validity and Reliability 

In line with the pragmatic epistemological perspective taken on this research, validity 

arises from showing that the provided questionnaires as data gathering instruments collect 

the necessary and relevant data to answer the research question. This is the reason why 

questionnaires were created from two different sources: firstly, the literature, more 

particularly drawing from (a) the theoretical framework from which this research develops ς 

tŀǊƪΩǎ όнллтύ aƻŘŜƭ ƻŦ 5ǊƻǇƻǳǘ ŦǊƻƳ Distance-learning in Organisations; and (b) a previously 

validated questionnaire (Lindheimer, 2011) by Davidson et al. (2009), created for the 

investigation of student attrition in college ς the CPQ. Additionally, questionnaires used in 

this investigation draw on the specificity of the context being researched, therefore, 

questions had to be adapted to the situation. This was possible through the professional 

experience I gained working for TCs, and the understanding this provided of the specifics of 

the elements involved on these courses. Questionnaires were piloted, following the 

implementation of changes for improved results based on responses. Similarly, questions 

from both questionnaires and interviews were well understood and accepted by participants.  

This investigation draws on the concept of Pragmatic Validity (Worren, Moore and Elliot, 

нллнύΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎǊƛǘŜǊƛŀ ŦƻǊ ǎŎƛŜƴǘƛŦƛŎ ǾŀƭƛŘƛǘȅ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ 

ƎǳŀǊŀƴǘŜŜ ǳǎŜŦǳƭƴŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǇǊŀŎǘƛǘƛƻƴŜǊǎΩ όIbid., 1228) for the data gathering instruments 

designed to conduct this investigation. In light of this, the pragmatic validity of knowledge can 

be evaluated by the degree to which objectives can be achieved by using certain instruments 
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(Rescher, 1977). Meaning that it is only when conclusions are drawn that the validity of the 

research instruments can be determined as such.  

One way of allocating validity in pragmatic research is said to come from the research 

question, claiming that academic research would be more useful if the research question did 

not arise from a gap in the literature, but rather from a real issue (Sackett, 1994). On the other 

hand, it can be argued that too strong a focus on applied problems would add little new 

knowledge to what is already known by practitioners (e.g., Donaldson, 1985, 1992). In this 

case, a gap in the literature was identified because of an issue identified in real life: the under-

ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŘŜǇŀǊǘǳǊŜΣ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƘƛƎƘ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŘƛǎŎƻƴǘƛƴǳƛƴƎ ƛƴ 

English language courses; therefore, keeping a balance between both approaches.  

 Another way contributing toward enhancing validity and reliability within pragmatism 

is through the researcher position as an in-betweener. It is said that much research in 

organisations has limited usefulness because it is looked at from the outside (Evered and 

Louis, 1981). In this case, it is looked at from the outside, but with an inside perspective, 

utilising both current literature and knowledge of the researched setting.  

 In light of this prescriptive-driven approach, it is recognised that the solutions that 

arise from this investigation are valid for this specific setting, and that they need to be 

adjusted according to the nature of other contexts.  

 Both quantitative and qualitative approaches to research have their limitations, and 

ŀǎ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘŜŘ ΨǘƘǊŜŀǘǎ ǘƻ ǾŀƭƛŘƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƭƛŀōƛƭƛǘȅ Ŏŀƴ ƴŜǾŜǊ ōŜ ŜǊŀǎŜŘ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜƭȅΩ 

(Cohen et al., 2007: 133). In the case of quantitative research, validity is increased through 

appropriate sampling, and the careful creation of the questionnaires (e.g., initial pilot of 

questionnaires). In qualitative research such as the case of the interviews in this investigation, 

subjectivity arising from respondents, their perspectives, views and opinions contribute to an 

inevitable degree of biaǎΣ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ƛƴ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘƛƴƎ ǉǳŀƭƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΣ ΨǿŜ ǎǘǊƛǾŜ ǘƻ ƳƛƴƛƳƛȊŜ 

ƛƴǾŀƭƛŘƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƳŀȄƛƳƛǎŜ ǾŀƭƛŘƛǘȅΩ ό/ƻƘŜƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нллтΥ 133). To balance this potential bias this 

research uses several data sources and triangulation. 

In the qualitative side of this ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ǘƻ ƘŀƴŘƭŜ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊŀŘƻȄ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ 

ǎǳŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘƭȅ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ ƛƴǎǘǊǳƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ƘǳƳŀƴ ƭƛŦŜ ƛǎ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƘǳƳŀƴΩ ό[ŀǾŜ ŀƴŘ YǾŀƭŜΣ 

1995: 220), to which extent, subjectivity can only be minimised, but not completely erased. 

Therefore, human error is a risk to account for when conducting qualitative research (Cohen 

et al., 2007: 134). To minimise this risk, I declare that data was not collected with an agenda 
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(Maxwell, 1992) as this is in fact an exploratory research. From the start, this exploration has 

been opened to the possibility that there might not be a specific or concrete answer to the 

research question. As such, all data reported in this writing is done so with fidelity 

(Blumenfeld-Jones, 1995), calling to the notion of authenticity in the collection and reporting 

of data (Guba and Lincoln, 1989). 

Other Methods Considered 

Due to the statistical preference of late researchers on the matter to test factors 

empirically ς and others in the past (e.g., Osborn, 2001; or, Kemp, 2002), a purely quantitative 

research was initially considered. However, following the main research studies and models 

explained in the Literature Review (e.g., Spady, 1970; or, Kember, 1995), the 

recommendations of previous authors (Parker, 1999), and the fact that this is an exploratory 

research, it was decided to include both quantitative and qualitative tools. This approach 

provides a more holistic approach in agreement with the CS design adopted.  

Besides the data collection instruments used, only one other data gathering tool was 

considered ς ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ōƭƻƎǎΦ Lƴ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ¢/ǎ ŀǎ ƎŀǘŜƪŜŜǇŜǊǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ 

suggested that this would take too much time from student-participants denying the 

possibility of using this tool.   

An alternative to the chosen approach was to use only interviews. However, in doing so, 

this research would have not been able to collect data from the 50 students of the 

questionnaire sample, nor to provide an in depth-view and analysis of the discontinuation 

phenomenon using triangulation, which is one of the main methodological strengths of this 

research. Therefore, the use of secondary data, two questionnaires and interviews were 

concluded to provide a balanced approach, allowing a picture of the issue from a variety of 

angles.  

3.7 Data Analysis 

The data analysis of this research was divided into qualitative and quantitative. Secondary 

Řŀǘŀ ǿŀǎ ǉǳŀƴǘƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ ƛƴ ƴŀǘǳǊŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŀƴŀƭȅǎŜŘ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴƴŀƛǊŜǎΩ ŘŀǘŀΦ 

Information collected via questionnaires was itemised, and processed for quantitative 

analysis using the software SPSS. Interviews, of qualitative nature, were analysed using 

thematic analysis using the qualitative data analysis software NVivo. 

The overall data analysis approach to this research is exploratory.  



144 
 

3.7.1 Quantitative Data Analysis 

For further understanding of data, results also include a quantitative analysis of the data. 

Independent variables on this study were: gender ς male or female; and (dis)continuity ς 

continuers and discontinuers. Both these variables were categorical. 

Dependent variables were continuous (analysed using Mann-Whitney U-test); and 

categorical (analysed using Chi-square). These are presented as follows divided by test: 

Reference Continuous Variables (Mann-Whitney U-test) 

1 Formal and informal English training  

2 ¦ǎŜŦǳƭƴŜǎǎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ŀŎƘƛŜǾƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ Ǝƻŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ƴŜŜŘǎ 
 

3 PS attendance: number of sessions 

4 Forum participation 

5 Hours on the DLP: number of time spent on the DLP 

6 Balance of personal and professional lives with their language training 

Table 3.1: Continuous dependent variables 

Categorical Variables (Chi-Square test for independence) 

Ref. Chi-Square test Ref. Chi-Square test with 

YatesΩǎ continuity 

correction 

Ref. Chi-Square test 

ǿƛǘƘ CƛǎƘŜǊΩǎ 

exact test 

7 {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ 

continue at the end of the 

course 

18 {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ 

to continue at the 

beginning of the 

course 

28 {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ 

experience with 

online learning 

systems 

8 {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ workloads 19 StudentΩ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ 29 Social interaction: 

tutor not needed 

on the course 
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9 Hours on the DLP: impact 

of the obligatory hours 

participants had to spend 

on the DLP 

20 {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƳƻǘƛǾŜǎ ǘƻ 

study English 

30 PS attendance: 

help to stay on the 

course 

10 Correlation between 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ 

before and after 

21 {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƳƻǘƛǾŜǎ ǘƻ 

enrol on these 

courses: voluntary vs 

obligatory 

31 Satisfaction 

11 Knowledge of another 

language/s 

22 MOD 

12 {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƳƻǘƛǾŜǎ ǘƻ ŜƴǊƻƭ 

ƻƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎΥ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ 

corporations influence 

toward enrolling 

23 Course method: 

initial evaluation 

exam 

13 Commitment 24 Hours on the DLP: 

{ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ 

perceptions of hours 

spent on the DLP 

14 Social interaction: tutor 

helped stay on the course 

25 Student support 

15 Official language certificate 26 Social interaction: 

tutor as key element 

on the course 

16 Expectations vs experience 27 Initial evaluation 

exam 

17 {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ /ƻǊǇƻǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ 

Influence Toward Enrolling  
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Table 3.2: Categorical dependent variables 

The continuous variables scales used are as follows: 

Reference Continuous variables scales 

1 Three scales in years:  

1- 0-5  

2- 6-10 

3- +11 

2 Five scales:  

1- not useful 

2- slightly useful 

3- somewhat useful  

4- rather useful 

5- very useful 

3 Number of times students attended PSs from 0-34. 

4 Forum participation was based on the number of times students chose to 

participate starting at 0 and with no limiting number. 

5 Number of hours spent on the DLP starting at 0 and with no limiting number. 

6 Five scales:  
1- Not at all 
2- A little 
3- Some 
4- Quite a lot 
5- Extremely 

Table 3.3: Continuous variables scales 

The categorical variables categories used are as follows: 

Ref. Categorical 

variables categories 

Ref. Chi-Square test with 

YatesΩǎ continuity 

correction 

Ref. Chi-Square test with 

CƛǎƘŜǊΩǎ ŜȄŀŎǘ ǘŜǎǘ 

7 1- Yes 18 1- Yes 28 1- Yes 
2- No 



147 
 

2- No 

3- Not sure 

2- No 

3- Not sure 

 

8 1- Increase 

2- Stayed the 

same 

3- Decreased 

 

19 1- Yes 

2- No 

 

29 1. A key 
element of 
the course 

2. Unnecessary 
for this 
course 

 

9 1. Yes 
2. No 
3. Maybe 

 

20 1- Work 

2- Further my 

education 

3- Travelling  

4- Access 

knowledge in 

other languages 

5- ΨŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜΩ 

speaks EN 

6- Self-

improvement 

7- Pleasure 

8- It is the language 

I have been 

studying all my 

life, and it is a 

personal 

challenge 

9- I would like to 

speak English 

well  

10-  Other 

30 1. Yes 
2. No 

 



148 
 

10 N/A 21 1- Yes 
2- No  

31 1- Yes 
2- No 

 

11 1- Galician 
2- Any other 

language 
3- No 

22 1- Yes 
2- No 

 

12 1- Yes 
2- No  

23 1- Yes 
2- No  

 

13 6- Not at all 

7- A little 

8- Some 

9- Quite a lot 

10- Extremely 

24 1. Enough 
2. Too many 

 

14 3. Important 

for 

completing 

the course 

4. Important to 

continue 

onto the 

next level  

 

25 1- Yes 
2- No  

 

15 1. Yes 
2. No  

 

26 1. A key element of 
the course 

2. Unnecessary for 
this course 

16 1- Yes 
2- No 
3- More or less 

27 3- Yes 
4- No  

 

17 
0- Has said no 

to previous 

answer 

1- Free 
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2- For work 

related 

reasons 

3- Other 

Table 3.4: Categorical variables  

These tables present the necessary information to understand the data collected and the 

presented results and the analysis used. The coming sections will present the approach to the analysis 

of the different data collected before Chapter 4, which will include the results analysis. 

3.7.2 Qualitative Data Analysis 

Qualitative data provides knowledge grounded in human experience (Sandelowski, 2004). 

The data gathered from the interviews aimed at learning from ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊǎ 

understanding of the courses from the recruitment process, until a student decides to 

discontinue. The understanding of these perceptions is intended to identify the reasons why 

students decide to continue or discontinue from the studied online English courses, and 

factors contributing to these decisions.  

The stages of the analysis are presented in Figure 3.7. 
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Figure 3.8: TA stages for data analysis.  

A theoretical thematic analysis (TTA) was used to analyse the data gathered in the 

interviews once these were transcribed and translated into English. This analysis is recognized 

as a key stage in this research, and as one of the most complex phases (Thorne, 2000), which, 

if conducted adopting a systematic approach, can communicate information transparently 

(Malterud, 2001; Braun and Clarke, 2006). TA was chosen for the analysis due to its flexibility, 

and because it allows to present rich, detailed and complex accounts of data (Braun and 

Clarke, 2006; King, 2004). However, TA also comes with disadvantages, being one of them the 

abovementioned flexibility, as this can lead to inconsistencies and lack of coherence 

(Holloway and Todres, 2003). To overcome this, it is important to establish a clear systematic 

ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΦ ¢ƻ ŀŎŎƻƳǇƭƛǎƘ ǘƘŀǘΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿǎ .Ǌŀǳƴ ŀƴŘ /ƭŀǊƪŜΩǎ όнллсύ ǎƛȄ-phase guide 
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to using TA, complemented by their revision of those six phases in Braun, Clarke and Weate 

(2016). More particularly, Braun and ClarkeΩǎ (2006, 2012, 2013; Nowell, Norris, White and 

Moules, 2017) stages were followed for a TTA approach at a semantic level. 

A theme in the conclusion of this analysis represents something important in answering 

the research question, that emerges ŦƻǊƳǎ ŀ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ. Similarly, in 

this type of analysis, the aim is to provide a rich description of the entire dataset, allowing the 

reader to determine important ideas, and also because, some of the participants interviewed 

(stakeholders), have not been interviewed in previous research done on this topic. 

Nevertheless, information initially coded that did not contribute in any way to answering the 

research question was discarded in the fourth phase when reviewing themes. 

The analysƛǎ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎƛȄ ǇƘŀǎŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ .Ǌŀǳƴ ŀƴŘ /ƭŀǊƪŜΩǎ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ όнллсύ ŀǎ ŦƻƭƭƻǿǎΥ 

1. Familiarisation with the data: interviews were transcribed and translated. This 

involved listening to the recordings several times to make sure that the 

transcription was correct and complete. When the transcription and translation 

processes were complete, I critically engaged with the content, listening to the 

interviews analytically, making notes on key answers provided by participants that 

could help address the research question (Braun, Clarke and Weate, 2016: 8).  

2. Coding: this process of reflection allowed further interaction with the data 

(Savage, 2000). The first time coding was done without the research question in 

mind (top-down, inductive approach with open coding). This process was done on 

the translated interviews using comments in Word, making notes on the different 

topics and answers. An example of this is provided on Figure 3.9.  
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Figure 3.9: resulting codes the second time data was analysed  

For quality assurance purposes, this process was conducted a second time (Braun et 

al., 2016) in Word using comments ς an example can be seen on Figure 3.10. No pithy 

differences were noted between the first and the second time the interviews were coded.  
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Figure 3.10: Resulting codes the second time data was analysed  

3. Theme search: the first step was to run a search to look for ǿƻǊŘǎΩ repetitions (e.g., 

tutor). After running this search with NVivo with several words, these did not 

group into ideas, and this approach was discarded.  

The final approach consisted in actively looking for patterns in participants responses 

(theoretical thematic analysis) based on the number of times an idea would appear and its 

meaningfulness (e.g., support provided by the tutor). This process was performed using 

NVivo, where different segments were grouped onto initial themes (which NVivo calls nodes), 

resulting in 35 different overall themes. An initial list of latent themes (Ibid., 84) and the 

number of sources and references allocated to each theme can be found in Table 3.5. 



154 
 

 

Table 3.5: Initial themes after the initial iterative theme search phase.  

These initial themes were redefined through an iterative process of critically engaging 

with interview contents, exploring generated codes, and categorising ideas into themes based 

on the repetition and meaningfulness of ideas. These themes were contrasted with the data 
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coded into Word, grouping those codes into themes. The list of themes that resulted from 

this process is presented in Table 3.6. 

 

Table 3.6: Final themes after the initial iterative theme search  

From this process and the interaction with the interview data, it was concluded that 

on many occasions themes overlap, and have commonalities with other themes, showing the 

complexity of the issue studied.  

4. Theme revision: at this stage themes were reviewed independently, and in 

relation to other themes. This allowed grouping themes into sections, resulting in the 

creation of broader themes (named sections in this writing), and consequent sub-

themes.  

Sections were establishŜŘ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀƎŜǎ ƻŦ tŀǊƪΩǎ aƻŘŜƭ ŦƻǊ ŘǊƻǇƻǳǘ ǊŀǘŜǎ 

(2007): prior to course, and during tƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΦ tŀǊƪΩǎ ƳƻŘŜƭ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ 

piece of research, and in doing so, provided a logical and organised division of themes, 

contributing to clarity in understanding the results. Additionally, a section of other factors 

was included for those factors that did not fit the previous two sections. These sections were 

called: pre-course, in-course and other factors. This division offers a chronological view of 
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what happens at each stage of the courses, permitting an easier identification of influencing 

factors in each stage.  

From the latest version of themes presented in Table 3.6, themes were observed 

independently and in relation to others. At this point, some themes were grouped because 

these belonged to the same phase. Themes and sub-themes progressed as shown on Table 

3.7 from the initial stages to the final themes for the pre-course section.  

Initial Themes Final Themes Final Sub-Themes 

Enrolment choice {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǊŜŎǊǳƛǘƳŜƴǘ 

Individual initial expectations Entry requirements 

{ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ 

recruitment process 

Initial evaluation 

exam 

Obligatory vs Voluntary {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƳƻǘƛǾŜǎ ǘƻ 

enrol 

Obligatory vs 

voluntary 

Motives for English learning 

{ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǊŜŎǊǳƛǘƳŜƴǘ 

Allocated level 

Table 3.7: Theme progression 

Themes developed as follows from the in-course Section. 

Initial Themes Final Themes  Final Sub-Themes 

Course content Expectations and 

satisfaction 

Overall course satisfaction; expectations 

and the recruitment process; satisfaction 

and expectations 

Course evaluation or 

assessment 

Course 

requirements 

Obligatory hours; Evaluations 

Has the course helped 

you and how 

Teaching and 

learning 

ah5Τ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ όǘƘŜ 5[tΤ ΨhƴŜ ǎƛȊŜ 

Ŧƛǘǎ ŀƭƭΩΤ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴΤ t{ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘǳǘƻǊΤ 

Student support; F2F); language 

certificate. 

HHRR advantages 
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Individual initial 

expectations 

Students' Generated 

Expectations by 

Recruitment 

Length of English study 

Obligatory hours 

Official certificate 

Personalisation or 

individualisation 

DLP 

Discontinuation reasons 

Stakeholders roles 

Course satisfaction 

Social interaction 

Student support 

Teaching and learning 

method 

The Tutor 

MOD 

{ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ characteristics 

Expectations 

Allocated level 

Table 3.8Υ ¢ƘŜƳŜǎΩ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ 

The final section of other themes included the following in comparison to initially 

established themes. 

Initial Themes Final Themes Final Sub-Themes 

Course finance Individual differences 

Future of the courses Higher levels 
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HH.RR. advantages External factors Time; balance: life, work, 

training 

Capacity to decide continuing  Course during working 

hours 

{ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ 

improvement 

Discontinuation reasons 

Table 3.9: Comparison of theme progression 

As shown, themes were grouped from the initial division based on broader 

classifications; and others were merged since they deal with the same underlying issues. In 

addition, themes were divided into sub-themes, which helped group and yet separate certain 

categories that align at the same level but cannot be analysed together. Similarly, the 

subtheme teaching method has an additional division, allowing for more clarity presenting 

and analysing information.  
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Figure 3.11: Example of a node and the references coded extracted from exporting the 

obligatory vs voluntary theme.  
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Figure 3.12: Example of the revision of themes (nodes) 

5. Defining and naming themes: according to Braun and Clarke (2006) the naming of 

themes, and the identification of sub-themes should have taken place in this 

phase. In my experience conducting TA, in the redefinition of themes, these start 

to become clear regarding their meaning, and the need for further categorisation. 

These are the reasons why those two tasks took place in phase four of the TA. In 

this phase, Braun and Clarke (2006) also argue that themes must be defined briefly 

in one or two sentences. Themes arising from this research are defined as follows:  

 

Theme Definition 
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{ǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ 

recruitment 

This theme brought to light the existence of the HRD and the role this 

person plays in student recruitment and enrolment. Additionally, this 

theme describes the two routes in which students are recruited: (1) 

upon request of learning a skill; or, (2) via the HRD offering the course. 

Entry 

requirements 

This theme presents what is expected of students besides the official 

requirement for access to these courses: to be employed by a Spanish 

corporation. Stakeholders stress the unofficial requirement of 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘΦ Lǘ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ ǘƘŜ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƻǊ 

background knowledge on students from TCs, limiting the knowledge 

of the student population. 

Initial 

evaluation 

exam 

¢Ƙƛǎ ǘƘŜƳŜ ǎƘƻǿǎ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ǇƛŜŎŜ ƻŦ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ¢/ǎ ƘƻƭŘ ƻƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ 

background and their skills prior to enrolment. Participants discuss 

that the initial evaluation does not test all language skills, highlighting 

the deficiencies of this entry exam, which, at times, appears to 

allocate students to the incorrect level.  

{ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ 

motives to 

enrol  

Students talk about the different motives why they enrolled on these 

courses, being the primary one work-related, but add others related 

to the need for English in other areas of their life. They also discuss 

the lack of choice regarding MOD, methodology, or even the language 

studied.  

A sub-theme within this theme: obligatory vs voluntary, continues the 

narrative on ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ reasons to enrol, and whether they are 

influenced by their companies to do so. Stakeholders from TCs seem 

to be aware of this lack of choice. 

Expectations 

and satisfaction  

This theme encompasses the overall satisfaction with the course, 

which seems to have a changing perception from positive to negative 

from the start to the end of the course. Additionally, it explores 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ expectations of the course from the recruitment 

process, where there is a difference in perception from those who are 

directly involved in the teaching and learning process ς students and 

LTs, and other stakeholders. Lastly, this theme presents the 
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satisfaŎǘƛƻƴ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ-

participants acknowledging that they learnt English in some capacity, 

but explaining that their expectations were not met.  

Course 

requirements 

This theme presents the two obligatory requirements for successful 

course completion, forming two sub-themes: (a) a number of hours 

spent working on the DLP, which all research participants perceive as 

unnecessary and counterproductive; and (b) passing 75% of the 

evaluations. Concerning these evaluations, students agree that there 

should be a change, since these do not reflect their learning or their 

English level.  

 

Teaching and 

learning 

This is the largest theme of all, containing several large sub-themes 

relating to teaching and learning tools the courses employ, and 

students and staff perceptions of those.  

- ah5 ŀǎ ŀ ǎǳōǘƘŜƳŜ ǎǇŜŀƪǎ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ 

F2F, and that online is not the best mode for all of them. It 

ŀƭǎƻ ƎŀǘƘŜǊǎ ǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊǎΩ ǇŜǊŎŜǇtions on the advantages 

and disadvantages of this MOD.  

- The teaching method as a sub-theme shows the 

ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ 

perceptions regarding the method, with the former 

acknowledging most of the advantages and suggesting 

improvements; and the latter, speaking of the limitations 

of the given method. This theme includes different aspects 

related to what the course offers: the DLP, the approach 

to its content, social interaction ς involving the tutor and 

ǘƘŜ t{ǎΣ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ and their stated preference for 

a F2F course. 

- An official language certificate is included in this theme. It 

is something welcomed by course participants, however, 

the data tells that logistically would require some 
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adjustment to prepare students to be able to take an 

official language exam.  

Individual 

differences 

Stakeholders speak about their perceptions of the attributes 

continuers and discontinuers tend to have according to them. 

Additionally, this theme includes different categorisations on 

individuaƭ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ŘŜǇŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

approach to the PS: their attendance, the language they use, or their 

rapport with the tutor. 

Higher levels This theme presents the two paths for students to access one of the 

higher levels (C1-C2): via the initial evaluation exam; or, by 

successfully completing previous levels and continuing. Three reasons 

for discontinuation of students on these levels are identified from 

stakeholders: (1) there are no further levels to continue after the C2; 

(2) the lack of usefulness in the course content; and (3) students seek 

more conversational interaction. 

External factors ¢Ƙƛǎ ǘƘŜƳŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ŀƴȅƻƴŜΩǎ 

ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜ ǘƛƳŜΣ ŀƴŘ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎ ŀ ōŀƭŀƴŎŜ ŀƳƻƴƎǎǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ 

commitments. Both factors are related, since the lack of time 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ claim to experience influences their capacity to balance life, 

work and their English training. Similarly, students speak about the 

time the course requires, which in some cases, they perceive as a 

waste of their time.  

Table 3.10: Theme definition 

6. Writing up: this last phase is found in the discussion chapter of this writing, where 

themes and the meaning behind them (together with quantitative data) present a 

coherent picture of the context where these online English courses take place, and 

factors ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ όŘƛǎύŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜΦ  

Following these steps contributed toward rigour assurance, and therefore, credibility of 

the results presented (Hammersley, 1992). In line with the epistemological standpoint of this 

research, TA is not tied to any particular epistemological perspective (Maguire and Delahunt, 
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2017), and rather, following the pragmatic approach stated at the beginning of this chapter, 

this analysis method contributes toward answering the research question. A thematic map is 

shown on Appendix 12. 

3.8 Triangulation  

Triangulation is used to increase credibility, validity and reliability of findings in the 

present CS (Lincoln aƴŘ DǳōŀΣ мфурύΦ /ǊŜǎǿŜƭƭ ŀƴŘ aƛƭƭŜǊΩǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘǊƛŀƴƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ 

ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘΦ !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ΨǘǊƛŀƴƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŀ ǾŀƭƛŘƛǘȅ ǇǊƻŎŜŘǳǊŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ 

researchers search for convergence among multiple and different sources of information to 

form themŜǎ ƻǊ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎ ƛƴ ŀ ǎǘǳŘȅΩ όнлллΥ 126). In other words, different data sources, and 

data collection methods are combined to analyse the object of investigation (Dörnyei, 2007).  

In this research, triangulation is used to (a) contrast qualitative and quantitative data, (b) 

ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǎƻǳǊŎŜǎΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ Řŀǘŀ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ƻǊ ǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊǎΩ 

ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ όŎύΣ ǘƻ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊǎΩ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ 

of the courses to enable an explanation of the reasons why students discontinue from these 

online language courses. This contributes to minimise subjectivity and increase objectivity, 

which strengthens the reliability of findings.  

The process of triangulation can be seen in the discussion chapter of this investigation, 

where both quantitative and qualitative data are discussed, compared and contrasted in light 

of findings, and existing literature.  

3.9 Summary 

This CS research presents a mix methods approach to data collection and analysis as a 

comprehensive way of addressing the issue of discontinuation from online language courses 

(Johnson et al., 2007; Creswell, 2003; Brannen, 2005). As established, this approach allowed 

for a holistic understanding of the investigated issue. Secondary data, questionnaires at two 

stages of the training, and interviews were used to understand the reasons why students 

choose to discontinue from one year to the next upon course completion, providing a clear 

picture of the need for a CS.  

Questionnaires were answered by 50 student-workers at two stages: before they started 

working on the course, and once they finished their training. Items on these questionnaires 

were of a varied nature and were processed for numerically for statistical analysis. Interviews 

were conducted upon course completion with 15 participants that included past students, 

students that completed the questionnaires, LCs, a recruiter, tutors, HRMs and a TMD, this 
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being one of the main contributions to knowledge of the study.  These were transcribed and 

translated into English for further analysis following Braun and Clarke (2006) six-phase TA. 

Results arising from the data collection and analysis shown in this section, are presented in 

Chapter 4. Results Analysis.  
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Chapter 4. Results Analysis 

This section presents the analysis of the secondary data, both questionnaires and the 

interviews. It is divided in two sections: quantitative and qualitative, based on the nature of 

the data.  

Questionnaire results and secondary data are included as quantitative with answers 

added and turned into numerical data; and the interviews as qualitative since these were 

varied and lengthy. Turning Interview data into numerical sets would be counterproductive 

ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƎŀƛƴƛƴƎ ŀ ǊƛŎƘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ŘŜǇǘƘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎΦ  

4.1 Quantitative  

This section presents the results of the quantification of questionnaires results from 

50 participants ς 25 women and 25 men between the ages of 26 and 55 who met the 

established criteria.  

Gender was explored early (using Chi-Square) to decide whether this should be 

another unit of analysis (men or women), providing that notable differences were found. In 

light of results (Table 4.1 and Table 4.2), the main unit of analysis throughout this section was 

the group divided between continuers and discontinuers, since no significant differences 

were found within gender. Therefore, once the gender comparison is presented, all 

comparisons shown are between two groups: continuers and discontinuers on all variables. 

This analysis uses U-test and T-test for continuous variables; and for categorical variables 

cross tabulations (Chi-square).  

Complementing the quantitative data, this section includes the analysis of items 

collected as secondary data: number of PSs attended, amount of hours students spent on the 

platform, and whether students continued or not in the 2018/19 academic year ς data 

provided by TCs from their company records. 

This quantitative section therefore presents the analysis by gender, and then it moves 

to presenting the results in the different variables by the two main comparison groups: 

continuers and discontinuers. These data come from secondary sources and questionnaires.  

4.1.1 Gender 

From the total number of participants, there is an even split between men and women 

(50%). Within the total number of discontinuers, 43.5% were female and 56.5% were male. 
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Using t-test (age), and Mann-Whitney U-test (for the rest of the continuous variables) 

to explore differences associated with gender, the result showed no significant differences 

between genders (Table 4.1 and Table 4.2). 

 

Figure 4.1: Discontinuation per gender 

A Chi-square test for independence (with Yates Continuity Correction) indicates no 

significant association between (dis)continuity and gender 2 (1, n=50) = .32, p= .57. phi = .12. 

Therefore, and as shown in Figure 4.2 and established by the .12 result from the Chi-

square test for independence (with Yates Continuity Correction), there is no significant 

difference between men and women in terms of (dis)continuation ς meaning that there are 

no notable differences in behaviour between men and women. 

 

Figure 4.2: Gender 
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4.1.2 Students intention to continue 

Student-participants were asked at the beginning and at the end of the course 

whether or not they had the intention of continuing onto the next level. Student perceptions 

on these variables were split by (dis)continuity and compared against one another. 

Furthermore, correlation between these two variables was checked. 

a) Beginning of the course 

Out of the total of participants, 71.7% expressed their intention to continue, with 

28.3% saying that they did not intend to continue. If they said yes, 60.6% continued, and 

39.4% discontinued. From those who said no, 53.8% discontinued, whereas, 46.2% continued. 

Finally, from those who discontinued, 65% had the intention of continuing, and 35% did not.  

A Chi-square test for independence (with Yates Continuity Correction) indicated no 

significant association between (dis)continuity and ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ǿƛƭƭƛƴƎƴŜǎǎ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ƻƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ 

level, as expressed at the beginning of the course, 2 (1, n=46) = .314, p= .575. 

 

Figure 4.3: (Dis)continuation at the beginning of the course 

b) End of the course 

Out of the continuers, 33.3% said that they would continue, nobody said that they 

would not continue, and 66.7% said maybe. Out of the people who did not continue, 9.1% 

said that they would continue, 40.9% said that they would not (this being the totality of 

participants who said no), and 50% said maybe. Out of those who said maybe 62.1% 

continued, with a notorious percentage who did not (37.9%). 

It can be concluded that if a student says that they will not continue once they 

complete the course, they will indeed not continue, tƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘƻǊ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ 
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behaviour. It is acknowledged that a number of students do not continue when they declare 

such at the end of the course. 

A Chi-square test for independence indicated significant association between 

(dis)continuity ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳƛƴƎ ŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƭŀǘŜǊ ǎǘŀƎŜ н όмΣ ƴҐпфύ Ґ мпΦтууΣ ǇҐ ΦллмΣ 

phi= .549, considered strong effect.  

 

Figure 4.4: (Dis)continuation at the end of the course 

c) /ƻǊǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ tŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ .ŜŦƻǊŜ ŀƴd After 

! /ƘƛπǎǉǳŀǊŜ ǘŜǎǘ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ƴƻ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ŀƴŘ ŀŦǘŜǊ 

ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ǿƛƭƭƛƴƎƴŜǎǎ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ƻƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ƭŜǾŜƭ н όмΣ ƴҐпрύ Ґ нΦппмΣ ǇҐ ΦнфрΦ 

Overall, these results show that intentions regarding willingness to continue, stated before 

the course, are not indicative for later behaviour, while those stated at the end of the course, 

are. 

4.1.3 {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ .ŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘ 

LƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǳǇƻƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŜƴǊƻƭƳŜƴǘΣ ōŜŦƻǊŜ 

they had access to the course. The intention was to see if student background would 

predispose students to discontinuation. Information collected involved their previous 

experience with English training, formal or informal; knowledge of other languages; previous 

experience with online learning; and readiness to take the course in terms of perceived skills. 

Formal and Informal English Training 

Participants who continued averaged 25.2 years of formal training, and 24.9 years of 

informal training; while participants who discontinued averaged 25.9 of formal and 26.2 years 

of informal training.  
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There are no significant differences for both groups on either variable. Mann-Whitney 

U statistic for years of formal education is 302 (z=-0.166, p=.868), and for years of informal 

education is 294.5 (z=-0.313, p= .754) (Table 4.1 and Table 4.2). 

Knowledge of another Language/s 

Out of those people who continued ς and who all speak Spanish, 29.6% speak Galician, 

25.9% speak another language other than Spanish and Galician, and 44.4% have no previous 

experience with another language. Out of those participants who discontinued, 30.4% speak 

Galician, 17.4% speak another language, and 52.2% said that they do not speak any other 

language. Out of all participants who claimed not to speak any language other than Spanish, 

50% discontinued, accounting for 24% of the total of participants.  

A Chi-square test for independence indicates no significant association between 

(dis)continuity and knowing another language 2 (1, n=50) = .568, p= .753. 

{ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ 9ȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǿith Online Learning Systems 

Out of those participants who said that had experience with online learning, 50% 

continued and 50% discontinued. From those who said that they did not have experience, 

54.8% continued, and 45.2% discontinued. In total, 16% said to have previous experience with 

online learning, being 84% those who said that did not.  

A Chi-ǎǉǳŀǊŜ ǘŜǎǘ ŦƻǊ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎŜ όǿƛǘƘ CƛǎƘŜǊΩǎ ŜȄŀŎǘ ǘŜȄǘύ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ƴƻ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ 

association between (dis)continuity and students previous experience with online learning 

systems 2 (1, n=50) = .061, p= 1. 

{ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ {ƪƛƭƭǎ 

From the total cohort of student participants, 61.2% suggested that they did not have 

the necessary overall skills to take the course, and 38.8% said that they did. From those 

students who continued, 51.9% claimed to have the necessary skills, whereas 48.1% did not. 

From the percentage of students who had the necessary skills, 73.7% continued, and 26.3% 

discontinued, whereas from those students who did not have the necessary skills, 43.3% 

continued, and 56.7% discontinued. This suggests that students who do not think they have 

the necessary skills might be at risk. 

A Chi-square test for independence (with Yates Continuity Correction) indicated no 

significant association between (dis)continuity and having the necessary overall skills to take 

the course 2 (1, n=50) = 3.19, p= .07. 
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Figure 4.5: Necessary skills to take the course 

4.1.4 tŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ aƻǘƛǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ /ƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ 

This study esplored ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ƳƻǘƛǾŜǎ ǘƻ ǎǘǳŘȅ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘΣ ŀƴŘ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎƛƴƎ 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŜƴǊƻƭ ƻƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎΦ !ŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅΣ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀǎƪŜŘ 

about their commitment to their English training.  

{ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ aƻǘƛǾŜǎ ǘƻ {ǘǳŘȅ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ  

Before participants began their language training, they were asked about the reasons 

and motivations they had to study English. From the sample of participants, 86% claimed to 

be learning English due to work related reasons; which is one of the main indicators as to why 

students have decided to study English. From all participants who said that work was a reason 

for them to study English, 46.5% discontinued.  

 

Figure 4.6: Study motivated by work - discontinuers 
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Figure 4.7: Study motivated by work - continuers 

 

Figure 4.8: Study motivated by work - total 

Out of the total participant population, 40% of participants claimed to be studying 

English to further their education, and from that percentage, 40% discontinued. 

Accessing knowledge in another language is not one of the main reasons students 

enrol ς only 30% of the total participating population claimed to do so. Similarly, 34% of the 
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two groups was only significant for this variable (studying English for traveling reasons), where 

a Chi-square test for independence (with Yates Continuity Correction) indicated significant 

association between (dis)continuity and travelling as a reason to learn English 2 (1, n=50) = 

4.474, p= .027, phi= .353, showing medium size effect.  

 

Figure 4.9: Enrolment for travelling 

All other variables included as part of the reasons why students enrolled on the 

courses showed no significant difference between groups.  

{ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ aƻǘƛǾŜǎ ǘƻ 9ƴǊƻƭ ƻƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ /ƻǳǊǎŜǎ 

These questions aimed at understanding the role employers had in student-workers 

enrolling on these particular English courses.  

a) Voluntary vs Obligatory 

From the full cohort of participants, 66% claimed to be doing the course on 100% 

voluntary basis, whereas 34% said no. From those who said that they were not doing the 

course on voluntary basis, 58% discontinued. The obligatory or voluntary nature of enrolment 

gains a more meaningful insight through the qualitative results. 

Chi-square test for independence (with Yates Continuity Correction) indicated no 

significant association between (dis)continuity and doing the course on voluntary or 

obligatory basis 2 (1, n=50) = 1.01, p= .31. 

b) {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ /ƻǊǇƻǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ LƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ¢ƻǿŀǊŘ 9ƴǊƻƭƭƛƴƎ  

Out of all participants 30% claimed that the organisations they work for did not 

influence them at all, while 70%, who were influenced, gave the following reasons: 
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- The course was free of charge: 40% (from which, 40% discontinued, 

accounting for 16% of the total of participants) 

- Enrolled for work related reasons: 28% (from which 50% discontinued, 

accounting for 14% of the total) 

- Other: 2% (did not discontinue) 

Chi-square test for independence indicated no significant association between 

(dis)continuity and doing the course on voluntary or obligatory basis 2 (1, n=50) = 1.557, p= 

.669. 

Commitment 

Upon enrolment, students were asked about their commitment to their English 

training. This ranged from not committed at all, little committed, quite committed, to 

extremely committed. From the total cohort of participants, 24.5% of participants said that 

they were not committed at all with their training, 38.8% said that they were a little 

committed, 20.4% said that they were somewhat committed, 14.3% said that they were quite 

committed, and 2% said that they were extremely committed. The highest percentages 

represent low commitment levels. Out of those who were not committed at all, 83.3% 

discontinued, while 16.7% continued. Out of those who were a little committed, 63.3% 

discontinued, while 36.8% continued. Out of those who said some, 10% discontinued, and 

90% continued. No participants on positive values discontinued.  

! /ƘƛπǎǉǳŀǊŜ ǘŜǎǘ ŦƻǊ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎŜ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ŀ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ 

όŘƛǎύŎƻƴǘƛƴǳƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ŎƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ 2 (1, n=49) 

= 20.944, p= .000, phi= .654, indicating large effect size. This shows that student commitment 

is a predictor of (dis)continuation.  
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Figure 4.10Υ {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ƭŜǾŜƭǎ 

4.1.5 Teaching and Learning 

Upon course completion, students were asked about their perceptions of the course 

features, including the initial evaluation exam (entry-level test); their perceptions about the 

DLP and the number of hours spent working on it; the PSs and the tutor; student support 

provided by staff who are not part of the teaching body; and, the language certificate. 

Additionally, ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ Řŀǘŀ ƻƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǘƛƳŜ ǎǇŜƴǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳ ŀƴŘ 

the number of participations in the forum was included. 

MOD 

Participants were asked whether they perceived studying online as an advantage or 

as a disadvantage. For 61.2% of students, studying online was an advantage, whereas for 

38.8%, a disadvantage. Out of students that continued, 70% thought it was an advantage, and 

31.6% did not. Interestingly, out of students who discontinued, 30% thought it was an 

advantage, and 68.4% thought it was a disadvantage, indicating that students valued the 

MOD. 

A Chi-square test for independence (with Yates Continuity correction) indicated 

ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ όŘƛǎύŎƻƴǘƛƴǳƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ah5 ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ 2 (1, n=49) = 

5.475, p= .019, phi= .376, showing medium effect size. This is therefore a predictor ς students 

who do not see online learning as an advantage are at higher discontinuation risk.   
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Figure 4.11Υ {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ  

Course Method 

Information on the teaching and learning method was collected from: a) Students - 

who were asked about their overall preference, and about specific course aspects such as 

their perceptions of reliability of the entry level exam, their preference of personal 

interaction, the tutor and the PSs, support received, and their preferences on a language 

certificate; and b) from secondary data providing information on the number of hours spent 

on the platform, and forum participations.  

a) Best Method to Learn 

Students who agreed that the given method was the best way for them to learn was 

18.4%, whereas those who did not amounted for 81.6% of the total of student participants. 

From those participants who discontinued, 11.1% said that they agreed with this being an 

adequate method for them to learn, whereas 52.5% said that it was not.  

A Chi-ǎǉǳŀǊŜ ǘŜǎǘ ŦƻǊ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎŜ όǿƛǘƘ CƛǎƘŜǊΩǎ 9ȄŀŎǘ ǘŜǎǘύ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ 

association between (dis)continuity and ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ 

ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴ 2 (1, n=49) = 3.552, p= .030, phi=.322, showing medium size effect. This is 

therefore a predictor that students who do not think that this is a suitable methodology for 

them, are at higher risk of discontinuation. The question these results raise relates to the 

features of the method that make students feel this way, which is explored in the qualitative 

results (4.2 Qualitative).   
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Figure 4.12Υ {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘȅ 

b) Initial Evaluation Exam 

From the totality of the sample, 74% of participants agree with their initial evaluation 

results; and 26% did not. From those participants who agreed with their evaluation results, 

45.9% discontinued, and from those who did not agree, 46.6% discontinued.  

A Chi-square test for independence (with Yates Continuity Correction) indicated no 

significant association between (dis)continuity and their entry exam 2 (1, n=50) = .000, p= 1. 

c) Hours on the DLP 

The number of hours students have to spend on the DLP was explored from three 

different angles. First, from the numbers collected from secondary data provided by the 

platform, showing the time each student apparently spent working on the DLP. Secondly, this 

study looked at the perception of students of these obligaǘƻǊȅ ƘƻǳǊǎΤ ŀƴŘ ŦƛƴŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ 

perception of the impact these hours had on their behaviour.  

C.1. There is a significant difference between groups in terms of the number of time 

spent on the DLP (measured in hours). Mann-Whitney U statistic is 113 (z=-3.85, p= .000). The 

group of students who continued had median number of hours on the platform of 166, and 

those who discontinued, had median number of hours on the platform of 153 (Table 4.1 and 

Table 4.2). This is therefore a predictor for student discontinuation behaviour as per Table 4.1 

and Table 4.2; indicating that those students doing only the obligatory hours (110 hours) on 

the platform have a higher tendency toward discontinuation, whereas those who do more, 

have a higher tendency to continue. 
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CΦнΦ wŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǊǎ ǎǇŜƴǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 5[tΣ ƻut of the total 

number of student participants, 66.7% perceived that the number of hours on the platform 

were too many; with 33.3% of students claiming that they were enough.  

From the discontinuers, 81.8% of participants perceived that these were too many 

hours, and only 18.2% thought that they were enough. From those students who perceived 

the number of hours as too many, 56.3% discontinued, and 43.8% continued, suggesting an 

indicator that the obligatory nature of the hours needs further exploration.  

A Chi-square test for independence (with Yates Continuity Correction) indicated no 

significant association between (dis)continuity and their perception of the hours spent on the 

platform 2 (1, n=48) = 3.031, p= .082. 

 

Figure 4.13: Perception of the obligatory hours ς discontinuers 

 

Figure 4.14: Perception of the obligatory hours - continuers 
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C.3. Concerning the impact of the obligatory hours participants had to spend on the 

DLP on student (dis)continuation, fǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǘƻǘŀƭΣ олΦс҈ ŀƎǊŜŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƴǳƳōŜǊ 

did not have an impact on their decision to (dis)continue, whereas, 69.4% agreed that these 

had or might have had an impact (36.7% and 32.7% respectively).  

From those who suggested that hours spent on the platform would have an impact in 

their decision to continue, 66.7% discontinued, indicating that these hours might be a factor 

needing further consideration in terms of student discontinuation. From students who said 

no, 33.3% discontinued, and from those who said maybe, 31.3% of students discontinued.  

A Chi-square test for independence indicated no significant association between 

(dis)continuity and the impact the number of hours had on their decision 2 (1, n=49) = 5.463, 

p= .065. 

 

Figure 4.15: Impact of the obligatory hours - discontinuers 
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Figure 4.16: Impact of the obligatory hours - continuers 

 

Figure 4.17: Impact of the obligatory hours - total 

d) Student Support 

Once students finished the course, they were asked about their perceived support 

during the course. To answer this question, participants were told to not account for the 

support provided by the tutor, therefore, in their response, support provided by the tutor is 

excluded. Interestingly, 63.3% of students did not think they received enough support during 

the course by staff (excluding the tutor), leaving 36.7% of students who thought they did. 

Because the tutor provides linguistic support, this result means that other areas (pastoral or 

technical) require further consideration regarding the support provision offered to students. 

From students who discontinued, 13% thought they received enough support, whereas 86.4% 

did not. From students who said that they received enough support, 83.3% continued.  

A Chi-square test for independence (with Yates Continuity correction) indicated 

significant association between (dis)continuity and staff support (excluding tutor support) 2 

(1, n=49) = 7.451, p= .006, phi= .433, showing medium effect size. This means that perceived 

support upon course completion is an important predictor for (dis)continuation. 
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Figure 4.18: Impact of perceived support 

e) Social Interaction 

Students were asked about their perceptions regarding opportunities for social 

interaction, which relate to PSs and tutor interaction. Similarly, information was gathered on 

other opportunities to interact in conversation, and on the forum (from secondary data). 

- Tutor 

I. Tutor helped stay on the course: at the end of the course, students were asked about 

the figure of the tutor, and whether it helped the stay on the course. In response, 66% 

of participants claimed that the tutor had been an important factor toward completing 

the course, whereas 34% did not, showing, that the tutor plays an important role in 

the course adequate performance. For 62% of participants, the tutor was an important 

factor toward continuing onto the next level, whereas 38% did not think so, showing, 

that the tutor plays an important role to keep students on the course. For those two 

variables, the Chi-square test shows no significant differences, showing that for both 

groups, the tutor is equally valued. 
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Figure 4.19Υ ¢ǳǘƻǊΩǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ - discontinuers 

 

Figure 4.20Υ ¢ǳǘƻǊΩǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ - continuers 

II. Tutor as key element on the course: for 74% of participants the tutor has been a key 

element on the course, with 26% who did not think so; showing, that the tutor plays 

an important role within the course. A Chi-square test for independence (with Yates 

Continuity correction) indicated significant association between (dis)continuity and 

the tutor being a key element on the course 2 (1, n=50) = 5.185, p= .023, phi= -0.368, 

showing medium effect size. This means that the role of the tutor acts as a predictor 

of student (dis)continuation. 
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Figure 4.21Υ ¢ǳǘƻǊΩǎ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ƪŜȅ 

III. Tutor not needed on the course: only 14% of participants thought that the tutor was 

not needed on the course, and in this case, all participants who thought so, 

discontinued. A Chi-ǎǉǳŀǊŜ ǘŜǎǘ ŦƻǊ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎŜ όǿƛǘƘ CƛǎƘŜǊΩǎ ŜȄŀŎǘ ǘŜǎǘύ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ 

significant association between (dis)continuity and the tutor not being needed on the 

course 2 (1, n=50) = 7.194, p= .002, phi= .437, showing medium effect size. This 

further confirms previous findings of the importance of the tutor on these courses.  

 

Figure 4.22: Perception that the tutor is not needed 

- PSs attendance:  

I. Number of sessions: Information on the PSs was gathered from secondary data 

from attendance reports provided by TCs. There is a significant difference 

between continuers and discontinuers regarding the number of sessions they 
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attended. Mann-Whitney U statistic is 73.5 (z=-4.641, p= .000). The group of 

students who continued had median attendance of 32, and those who 

discontinued, had median attendance of 13 (Table 4.1 and Table 4.2). This item 

is a predictor for student (dis)continuation, with those students who had 

higher attendance rates being more inclined toward continuing, and those 

students who had a lower attendance rate having a lower continuation rate.  

II. Help to stay on the course: students were asked about the PSs and whether 

they were a tool that helped them stay on the course. The majority of 

participants agreed that the PSs helped them stay, 87.8%, with 12.2% of 

participants answering no. The totality of participants who said no, 

discontinued from the course, whereas only 37.2% of those who said yes 

discontinued. A Chi-ǎǉǳŀǊŜ ǘŜǎǘ ŦƻǊ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎŜ όǿƛǘƘ CƛǎƘŜǊΩǎ ŜȄŀŎǘ ǘŜǎǘύ 

indicated significant association between (dis)continuity and whether the PSs 

helped stay on the course 2 (1, n=49) = 6.045, p= .005, phi= .414, showing 

medium effect size. This means that the number of PSs students attend acts as 

a predictor of student (dis)continuation. 

 

Figure 4.23: P{ǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ 

- Further Interaction: students were asked about whether they would have benefited 

from further interaction with the tutor, and with other peers. Everyone in the sample 

agreed they would have benefited from contact and interaction with other students. 

¢Ƙƛǎ ǎŜǊǾŜǎ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿŀȅǎ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ ŀƴŘ 

those features they would welcome, and as a factor toward (dis)continuation. 
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Figure 4.24: Impact of contact with other students 

Similarly, everyone in the sample agreed they would have benefited from more 

contact with their tutor. This serves as an ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ǾƛŜǿ ƻƴ another way to 

improve the course.  

 

 

Figure 4.25: Impact of contact with tutor 

- Forum participation: The number of times students participated in the forum were 

added, and checked against the continuers and the discontinuers groups. There is a 

significant difference between groups in the number of times students participated in 

the forum, with the Mann-Whitney U statistic being 230 (z=-2.598, p= .009). This 

indicates that students who are more engaged in the forum have a higher tendency 
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to continue, whereas those students who are not, have a higher tendency to 

discontinue; therefore, the participation rate in the forum serves as a predictor for 

(dis)continuation (Table 4.1 and Table 4.2).  

 

  

Figure 4.26: Forum participation 

- Official Language Certificate 

At the end of the course, participants were asked about the possibility of gaining a 

language certificate. Students who said that gaining an English certificate would be a reason 

for them to continue is 56%. From those participants who did not continue, for 60.9% it was 

important to gain a certificate, for 34.8% it was not, and 4.3% did not answer this question. 

From those participants who did not see value in gaining a certificate, 38.1% discontinued and 

61.9% continued.  

A Chi-square test for independence indicated no significant association between 

(dis)continuity and students will to gain a certificate 2 (1, n=50) = 1.883, p= .390.  

4.1.6 External Factors  

Externals factors were considered to see if these woulŘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǿƛƭƭƛƴƎƴŜǎǎ ǘƻ 

continue. Students were asked at the end of the course about their workloads, and about 

their capacity to balance different aspects of life. 

{ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ²ƻǊƪƭƻŀŘǎ 

Learners were asked if their workloads increased, decreased or stayed the same 
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total, 42.9% said that their workload increased, whereas 57.1% said that their workload 

stayed the same. None of the students said their workload decreased. From those students 

who did not continue, 72.7% of them experienced a workload increase, and 27.3% had said 

their workload stay the same. From those whose workload increased 76.2% of participants 

ŘƛǎŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘΣ ǎƘƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ŦŀŎǘƻǊ ǳǇƻƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ όŘƛǎύŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŀǘƛƻƴΦ  

A Chi-square test for independence indicated significant association between 

όŘƛǎύŎƻƴǘƛƴǳƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǿƻǊƪƭƻŀŘ 2 (1, n=49) = 14.546, p= .000, phi= -0.545, showing 

large effect size. This is therefore a predictor that students whose workload increase are more 

at risk of discontinuing.  

 

Figure 4.27Υ {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƻǊƪƭƻŀŘǎΩ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ 

Balance of Personal and Professional Lives with their Language Training 

Students were asked about their perception of their life-work-study balance on a scale 

from one-to-five, one being not difficult to balance at all, and five being extremely difficult to 

balance. There is a significant difference between groups: Mann-Whitney U statistic is 44.5 

(z=-5.231, p= .000). The group of students who continued had a median score of two and 

those who discontinued had a median score of four, showing that those students who had 

more difficulty balancing their personal, professional and educational responsibilities, were 

more inclined toward discontinuing; and those who managed to balance those three aspects, 

were more inclined toward continuing (Table 4.1 and Table 4.2).  
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4.1.7 {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ wŜǘǊƻǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ tŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ  

Once the course finished, students were asked whether their initial expectations had 

been met, if students were satisfied with the training received, and whether this training had 

been useful to fulfil their language training needs.  

Expectations, Experience and Satisfaction 

a. Expectations vs experience: upon course completion, students were asked 

whether expectations set out at the beginning of the course matched their 

experience at the end of their training. The amount of students who said 

that their expectations matched the experience is 34.7%, those who said 

no are 8.2%, and those who said more or less being 57.1%. From those 

whose expectations matched their experience, only 17.6% discontinued. 

From those whose expectations did not match their experience, 75% 

discontinued. Lastly, from those who said that their expectations more or 

less matched their experience 57.1% discontinued. A Chi-square test for 

independence indicated significant association between (dis)continuity 

and whether their experience on the course matched their expectations 2 

(1, n=49) = 8.265, p= .016, phi= to take .411, showing medium effect size, 

showing that matching expectations of the course upon course completion 

is a predictor of behaviour.  

 

Figure 4.28Υ {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ 

b. Satisfaction: at the end of the course, students were asked if they were 

satisfied with the training received. From the total of participants, 83.7% 
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were not satisfied with the training received, and 16.3% were. From those 

who discontinued, 90.9% were not satisfied with the course, and 9.1% 

were. These rates however, show a very high proportion of student 

dissatisfaction on both groups. A Chi-square test for independence (with 

CƛǎƘŜǊΩǎ ŜȄŀŎǘ ǘŜǎǘύ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ƴƻ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛcant association between 

(dis)continuity and student satisfaction with the course 2 (1, n=49) = .720, 

p= .269. 

 

Figure 4.29Υ {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǎŀǘƛǎŦŀŎǘƛƻƴ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ 

Usefulness tƻǿŀǊŘ !ŎƘƛŜǾƛƴƎ {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ Dƻŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ bŜŜŘǎ 

Participants at the end of the course were asked about the usefulness of the language 

training they had on a scale from one to five; one being not useful at all, and five being 

extremely useful toward achieving their English language goals and needs. There is a 

significant difference between groups, in terms the usefulness of the course toward achieving 

their English learning goals/needs: Mann-Whitney U statistic is 149.5 (z=-3.066, p= .002). The 

group of students who continued had median score of three, and those who discontinued 

had a median score of two on a scale from one-to-five (one being not useful at all, and five 

being extremely useful). This means that students who found the course useful toward 

achieving their goals and fulfilling their linguistic needs are more inclined toward continuing, 

whereas, those who do not, are more likely to discontinue (Table 4.1 and Table 4.2). 
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Participations 

in the forum 

Hours spent 

working on 

the platform 

Attendance 

(out of 34) 

Years 

studied -

formal 

Years 

studied -

informal 

Difficulty 

balancing life, 

work and 

course 

Mann-

Whitney U 230.000 113.000 73.500 302.000 294.500 

44.500 

Z 

-2.598 -3.850 -4.641 -.166 -.313 

-5.231 

Asymp. 

Sig. (2-

tailed) 

.009 .000 .000 .868 .754 

.000 

 

Test Statistics 

 

Usefulness of 

EN at work  

Online 

learning and 

enrolment  

Online learning 

opportunity and 

enrolment 

PS and 

decision to 

enrol 

Motivation to 

finish the course 

Mann-

Whitney U 
301.000 286.500 294.500 276.500 303.500 

Wilcoxon W 577.000 664.500 672.500 654.500 681.500 

Z -.191 -.488 -.326 -.700 -.141 

Asymp. Sig. 

(2-tailed) 
.848 .626 .745 .484 .888 

 

Test Statistics 

 

Commitment to learn 

EN 

Rank EN within your 

priorities 

Course usefulness 

toward fulfilment of EN 

language needs 
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Mann-Whitney U 89.500 221.000 149.500 

Wilcoxon W 365.500 599.000 402.500 

Z -4.385 -1.791 -3.066 

Asymp. Sig. (2-

tailed) 
.000 .073 .002 

a. Grouping Variable: Students who continued 

  

Table 4.1: Group comparison for (dis)continuity (Mann-Whitney U-test) 

Has this 

student 

continued? 

Forum 

participations  

Hours in  

the 

platform 

Attendance 

(out of 34) 

Commitment 

to learn EN 

Life, work 

and 

course 

balance 

Usefulness 

fulfilment of 

EN language 

needs 

yes N 27 27 27 26 27 27 

Median .00 166.00 32.00 3.00 2.00 3.00 

No N 23 23 23 23 22 22 

Median .00 153.00 13.00 2.00 4.00 2.00 

Total N 50 50 50 49 49 49 

Median .00 158.00 26.50 2.00 4.00 3.00 

Table 4.2: Group comparison for (dis)continuity on median scores 

4.1.8 Summary of Quantitative Results 

The following tables present a summary of statistically significant and relevant qualitative 

results:  

Quantitative Data Results 

Predictors 

1 Students intention to continue at the end of the course 
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2 Students motives to study English, particularly when choosing to do so for travelling 

3 Students commitment toward their learning 

4 ah5Ωǎ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ 

5 The course method o Whether students perceive that this is their best 

method to learn English 

o The number of hours students spend working on the 

DLP 

o Their perception of the number of obligatory hours to 

be spent on the DLP 

o {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŜȄŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ 

by the tutor 

o Need for the tutor 

o ¢ƘŜ t{ǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŀǘǘŜƴŘŀƴŎŜ 

o Forum participations 

6 External factors o StudentsΩ workloads 

o {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ capacity to balance their personal and 

professional lives with their training 

7 {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǊŜǘǊƻǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ 

perceptions 

o Expectations vs experience upon course completion 

o Usefulness of the training toward their learning goals 

Table 4.3: Summary of predictors of discontinuation from quantitative results 

Quantitative Data Results 

Relevant Statistics 

1 Motives to 

study English 

o 86% of students enrolled due to work related reasons, from 

which, 46.5% discontinued 

o 40% of students enrolled to further their education, from which, 

40% discontinued 

2 Motives to 

enrol on these 

courses 

o 34% of students enrolled on obligatory basis, from which 50% 

discontinued 
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 o 70% were influenced by the organisations they work for because 

the course was free of charge for them, or because of work 

related reasons, from which, 68% discontinued 

3 Course method 
o 81% of students perceived the obligatory hours as too many, 

from which, 56.3% discontinued 

o 69.4% of students agreed that the obligatory hours had or might 

have had an impact on their decision to discontinue, from 

which, 66.7% discontinued 

Table 4.4: summary of relevant statistics for discontinuation from quantitative results 

4.2 Qualitative  

The analysis of the qualitative data uses a TTA approach at a semantic level, following 

the stages set out by Braun and Clarke (2006, 2012, 2013; Nowell, Norris, White and Moules, 

2017). The TTA considers the categories of the quantitative analysis; however, it is open to 

new emerging themes from the collected data in the interviews to help answering the 

research questions. Data was divided into three main sections as shown in Table 3.13, where 

a division of themes can be observed. These themes contribute toward answering the overall 

question of this reǎŜŀǊŎƘΥ ǿƘŀǘ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ Ŏƻƴǘƛƴǳƛǘȅ ƻǊ ŘƛǎŎƻƴǘƛƴǳƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƴƻƴ-

traditional adult workers in online non-regulated language courses in Spain. 

Section Description Themes 

Pre-Course Items, events and factors 

that take place before 

students enrol and start 

their training. 

 

¶ {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǊŜŎǊǳƛǘƳŜƴǘ 

¶ Entry requirements 

¶ Initial Evaluation Exam 

¶ Students motives to enrol: 

o Obligatory vs voluntary 

 

In-Course Items, events and facts 

that take place as the 

course develops and once 

the course ends.  

¶ Expectations and satisfaction 

o Overall course satisfaction 

o Expectations and the recruitment    

process 
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This section also includes 

course features such as 

the DLP, its content, and 

PSs. 

 

o Satisfaction and expectations 

¶ Course requirements 

o Obligatory hours 

o Evaluations 

¶ Teaching and Learning  

o MOD 

o Teaching method 

× The DLP 

× ΨhƴŜ ǎƛȊŜ Ŧƛǘǎ ŀƭƭΩ 

× Social interaction 

× PSs and the tutor 

× Student support 

× F2F 

o Language certificate 

Other 

Factors 

Items that might not 

necessarily fit into the 

pre-course or the in-

course stages, and are 

generally outside 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΦ  

 

¶ Individual differences 

¶ Higher levels 

¶ External factors 

o Time 

o Balance: life, work, training 

¶ Course during working hours 

Table 4.5: sections, themes and subthemes from the qualitative results. 

4.2.1 Section One: Pre-course 

This section aims at gathering events and thoughts as to what happens before 

students enrol, including how training companies reach students, entry requirements, what 

students know about the course before the start, and reasons for enrolment.  

{ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ wŜcruitment 

 Through the understanding of the recruitment strategy, and the possibility of talking 

to stakeholders, a previously unknown agent who directly has an influence on students was 

identified: The Human Resources Director or Manager (HRD) of the corporations that hire the 

courses from TCs, who acts as an intermediary between TCs and students. This was learnt 
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from the recruiter and the TMD, who referred to this person as the HRD, or more commonly, 

aǎ ΨǘƘŜ ŎƭƛŜƴǘΩ ώ9ȄǘΦм-2]. As revealed, students are not presented the course directly so they 

can decide whether to enrol or not; instead, TCs initially contact HRMs and present courses 

to them [Ext.2]. These Managers would then decide if the course is presented to students, 

and to which students; therefore, TMDs are identified as an initial filter for student 

enrolment.  

 

Extracts 1-2 

 Interview data clearly presents two paths as to how students come about these 

courses [Ext.3-5]: (a) when students need a specific skill, and therefore they request the 

training themselves; and (b) (most common) via the HRD offering the courses to students. 

The fact that there is a person in between the recruiters of TCs and students means that 

someone else other than students has a say in who can and cannot enrol, turning the HRD 

into an important factor to account for. 

 

Extracts 3-5 

¢ƘŜ ŦƛƎǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Iw5 Ǉƭŀȅǎ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ǊƻƭŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƛƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ 

enrolment, and (dis)continuation. First, they play a role in deciding what courses are offered 

to workers, being able to make the initial decision of allowing their corporations to receive 
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certain courses [Ext.6]. Secondly, they play a role on the student recruiting process; since this 

is the person who contacts workers to seek potential candidates to become students on the 

courses [Ext.7]. Another role played by the figure of the HRD is the capacity to decide who is 

allowed to enrol and who is not [Ext.8]. This gives this person the final say in who can and 

cannot enrol, creating a scenario where involuntary discontinuation is possible. In other 

ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŘƛǎŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ŘŜŎƛŘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ Iw5Φ Lƴ ǎǳƳΣ Iw5ǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ 

to lead students toward specific courses, and decide who can and cannot enrol; placing this 

person in a key position regarding student enrolment and recruiting, and consequently 

student later behaviour: (dis)continuation.   

 

Extracts 6-8 

Entry Requirements 

 {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŜƴǘǊȅ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘǎ ǎƘƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ-participants. 

Officially, there is one requirement for participants to be able to enrol: to be employed by a 

Spanish firm [Ext.11-12]. Stakeholders highlight one other condition in the interviews: 

commitment to finish the course [Ext.9-10], however, there is no way of understanding what 

this commitment entails. No other entry requirements are requested of workers to enrol on 

the courses [Ext.13]. Participants are not asked to provide any background information 

regarding knowledge of the subject of study, expectations/needs for taking the course, their 

technological literacy, or other [Ext.14]. This means that when students access the course, 

TCs and those involved in the training process do not hold any information on their students 

other than the initial language proficiency evaluation. 
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Extracts 9-14 

In conclusion, teaching staff do not have any information on students pre- or post-

enrolment, and students do not need to have any previous experience with online courses or 

English. The official requirement is that they are employed at one of TCs, and the unofficial, 

that they commit to the training.  

Initial Evaluation  

The entry-level exam (or initial language proficiency evaluation) is the only 

information teaching staff and administrative staff hold on students. This test claims to 

establish ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƭŜǾŜƭ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ /9Cw ό!м-C2). It is important for students to be allocated 

onto the right level, so the course is not too easy or difficult for them.  

The test consists of a brief listening exercise where students have to fill the gaps, as 

well as some grammar exercises, also by filling gaps or multiple-choice exercises, provided as 

part of the package TCs buy from Speexx as their platform. Several e-mails were sent to the 

content provided (Speexx) to ask for further information on these initial tests, with no 

response obtained. Because the origins of the tests is unknown, this study cannot comment 

on its design, validity or other. What is known is that there is no oral or conversational 

element, nor written composition exam [Ext.15] and that TCs staff does not hold any 

knowledge as to how it was designed. Additionally, students are allowed to move levels up or 

down within the first two weeks of the course [Ext.16]. 
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Extracts 15-16 

There is no oral examination, nor writing-composition, and therefore, students can be 

placed under an inadequate level for one or more of the language skills (oral, or writing), 

ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŀ ƭŜǾŜƭ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ƳŀǘŎƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΣ ŀƴŘ 

therefore, doing the course too fast, or too slow [Ext.17]. This entry-test uses the same type 

of activities students find within the DLP, which do not focus on all four-language skills, and 

could lead to a misrepresentation of students English language proficiency [Ext.18]. Staff 

seems to be aware of this situation; however, no action has been taken to correct it [Ext.19-

20]. In some other cases, students might complete a course and not think whether the level 

is adequate for them [Ext. 21]. 

  

Extracts 17-21 

Students trust the system and professionals operating on these courses to place them 

on the right level; however, sometimes they realise that this is not the case. In light of this, 

learners are allowed to change levels during the first two weeks of the course, as the most 

immediate, and it appears, only solution [Ext.25]. Moreover, staff acknowledge the need for 

change when it comes to the entry level-test, because not all skills are assessed, and that it 
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does not always place students on the right level as one of the LCs claims after having done it 

herself [Ext.23-24]. In conclusion, students have two weeks to be reallocated, and might not 

realise that they should have been allocated a different level [Ext.26], reason why they might 

ŦƛƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ǳƴŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎƛƴƎ ώ9ȄǘΦнсϐΦ {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ƭŜǾŜƭǎ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ 

topic of discussion by any of the interviewed members, therefore, there is no further account 

of these events.  

 

Extracts 23-26 

¢Ƙƛǎ ǘƘŜƳŜΣ ŎƻƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŀōƻǾŜ ǘƘŜƳŜ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΣ 

discloses an issue known by stakeholders: the entry-test needs to be reviewed as it does not 

include all language skills. Consequently, students are sometimes placed in an inadequate 

level; to which, no solution has been provided despite staff awareness. Students, in some 

cases, do not seem to be aware of this misallocation, leading them to think that the course is 

too difficult or easy.  

{ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ aƻǘƛǾŜǎ ǘƻ 9ƴǊƻƭ  

Student-participants present several motives as to why they decided to enrol on the 

online English courses. Their occupation seems to be the main reason to study English via 

these courses [Ext.27-29].  
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Extracts 27-29 

Other reasons go beyond the usefulness of English at work, and add that English 

nowadays is necessary for general things in life such as travelling, leisure, or simply because 

it is a language they have been studying for long [Ext.30-32].  

 

Extracts 30-32 

hǘƘŜǊ ƳƻǘƛǾŜǎ Ǝƻ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŎƘƻƛŎŜΦ CƻǊ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ ǎƻƳŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘ ƻƴ 

the notion of doing the course because it would be well looked upon in the workplace (Ext.33). 

This added reason opens a new dimension in motives to enrol in the division made in the next 

theme (voluntary vs obligatory as asked of participants in the questionnaire), because it does 

not fit within neither of those fully, falling somewhere in between. It appears that this student 

was influenced toward her decision, and it was not an inner initiative that drove her to enrol.  

  

Extract 33 

The lack of choice to enrol on these courses (Ext.34-36) is a common concern amongst 

students, which could also be understood as a part of the next theme (voluntary vs 

obligatory). 

The lack of choice students experimented does not only refer to whether students 

enrolled or not, but choice of methodology [Ext.35], MOD [Ext.34], or even language to be 

studied [Ext.38]. According to this, the corporations student-participants work for, through 

the decisions made by their HRDs, only offered the studied courses to students when it came 
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to language study. However, it appears that on some occasions, students would have 

preferred to study via a different methodology [Ext.35], a different MOD [Ext.34], or even a 

ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ώ9ȄǘΦоуϐΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ǎƘƻǿ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ 

enrol on these courses.  

 

Extracts 34-38 

In fact, this lack of choice given concerning the language studied, the teaching and 

learning method or MOD was something imposed on participants [Ext.39-40]. The statements 

in the above paragraph ς and their corresponding extracts, corroborate the importance of the 

Iw5 ƛƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŜƴǊƻƭƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƭŜŀŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ type of 

course in terms language, MOD and methodology. This shows limited options for students, 

which might enrol due to: the lack of offer, the control of the HRD over decisions made upon 

which courses to work with, financial reasons, or other ς the answer to this unknown is 

unclear from the obtained results [Ext.39-40]. It can be concluded however, that the lack of 

choice when it comes to studentsΩ selection of courses for their professional development, in 

ǎƻƳŜ ŎŀǎŜǎΣ ƛƎƴƻǊŜǎ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎΩ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ is understood as a reason for students not 

doing the course of their own free will, and therefore, being influenced toward enrolling. 
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Extracts 39-40 

¢ǳǘƻǊǎ ŀǊŜ ŀǿŀǊŜ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƻƴ ŜƴǊƻƭƳŜƴǘ ώ9ȄǘΦпмϐΤ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƻǘƘŜǊ 

stakeholders seem to have a different view as to why students enrol, believing that students 

join simply because they need English [Ext.42-43]. Despite this assertion, they did not expand 

on what kind of needs students are to fulfil, which has an impact on course and instructional 

design. Stakeholders confirm they are fulfilling a need of students, but do not explain what 

that need (or needs) is. Note this issue was followed-up via e-mail with the corresponding 

participants, but no response was obtained.  

 

Extracts 41-43 

In conclusion, students seem to be enrolled on these courses with their jobs in mind 

as the primary reason, followed by the fact that English is nowadays important for many 

aspects of life such as travelling, or leisure. On the other hand, students highlight the fact that 

their enrolment might not be entirely their decision, and that it is somehow influenced, or 

even entirely decided by the corporations they work for, more particularly by the figure of 

ǘƘŜ Iw5Φ [ŀǎǘƭȅΣ ǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊǎ ŎƭŀƛƳ ǘƻ ǘŀŎƪƭŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƴŜŜŘǎΣ ōut fail to explain what these 

are, linking this issue to the lack of information TCs have on their students. 

Voluntary vs Obligatory 

As per the previous subsectionΣ ƛǘ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǎǘǳŘȅ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ŀǊŜ 

ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŜƴǊƻƭƳŜƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƻŦ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŀǊȅ ƻǊ ƻŦ ŀƴ 

obligatory condition as explored in the quantitative side of this study. This sub-theme could 

have been embedded with the previous one, since it can be understood as part of the reasons 

why students enrolled. It was however, considered separate due to the importance of 

whether students take the course influenced by their corporations or not when it comes to 

enrolment, and the data extracted from questionnaires. Considering the gathered data on 

these interviews, some student-workers do the course on voluntary basis [Ext.44], yet, it 

seems to be a certainty, by the way tutors addressed this issue during the interviews, that 

workers are also obliged take part on this training.  In fact, they claim that those who are 
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obliged to take the course stop as soon as their organisations do not make them enrol, and 

that a number of students enrol because of the influence from the corporations they work 

for [Ext.45-48]. As stated above, some of the statements in this theme might overlap with 

those on the above theme or others, as it is the case all through this qualitative section.  

 

Extracts 44-48 

TCs staff interviews show that theȅ ŀǊŜ ŀǿŀǊŜ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŜƴǊƻƭƳŜƴǘ ōƻǘƘ ƻƴ 

voluntary and obligatory conditions [Ext.49-51]; however, they do not know who falls under 

which category, nor take any sort of action toward ensuring that workers take these courses 

of their own freewill. This trŀƴǎƭŀǘŜǎ ƛƴ ŀ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ǎǘŀŦŦ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ 

motivations to do the course, and whether they find themselves in a position where they 

cannot decline training. This information would help TCs and teaching staff recognise 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƛƴǘentions, needs, and motivations, leading to a better understanding of how to 

support the student body. Additionally, learners doing the course on obligatory basis, are 

likely to abandon the training once they are not obliged anymore, therefore, placing them at 

high risk of discontinuing.  



205 
 

 

Extracts 49-51 

 Contrary to the above extracts, HRDs claims that these training courses are not 

ƳŀƴŘŀǘƻǊȅ ώ9ȄǘΦрнϐΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ŎƭŀƛƳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƻƴƭȅ ΨǎǳƎƎŜǎǘΩ ώ9ȄǘΦро-54] to students to 

participate, but they do not make them enrol. This idea connects directly with the comments 

already highlighted from a student when this learner state that courses are also taken to 

άōǊƻǿƴ ƴƻǎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǘ ǿƻǊƪέ ώ9ȄǘΦооϐΣ ŎƻƴǎƻƭƛŘŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ 

ΨƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜŘΩ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ the course; however, the difference between influenced and obliged 

remains unclear.   

 

Extracts 52-54 

 According to results, students indeed seem to enrol both under voluntary and 

mandatory conditions, including the category in between ς ΨƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜŘΩΣ ǎƛƴce employees 

influence their workers to participate on these courses [Ext.55-56]. 

 

Extracts 55-56 
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 In their statements, HRDs, show conflicted ideas. On the one hand, they state that 

they suggest to students to take these courses; and on the other hand, they claim that the 

courses are never obligatory, and that students always have a choice [Ext.52-53]. This also 

ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ¢/ǎΩ ǎǘŀŦŦ ŀƴŘ ǘǳǘƻǊΩǎ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘǎ ώ9ȄǘΦпфΣ 9ȄǘΦрмΣ 9ȄǘΦпт ŀƴŘ 9ȄǘΦпуϐΣ ŀƴŘ 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎΦ  

In conclusion, there are students who enrol on voluntary and on obligatory basis as 

agreed by quantitative and qualitative data. What needs to be considered more in depth, are 

the implications of this obligatory nature toward student (dis)continuation, since all students 

interviewed who were obliged to enrol discontinued after one year, suggesting that those 

students who do not have a choice in their participation, are a risk-group. Moreover, further 

ŜȄǇƭƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƻ Ƙƻǿ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀǊŜ ΨǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘΩ ǘƻ ŜƴǊƻƭΣ ǎƛƴŎŜ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǳƴƪƴƻǿƴ 

to what extent this suggestion is in fact an obligation or else. Data reveals that when studentsΩ 

decision to enrol is influenced by the corporations they work for, these students are at risk of 

ŘƛǎŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘǳǘƻǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƘƻǿƴ ōȅ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊΦ 

4.2.2 Section Two: In-Course 

This in-course section presents different factors relaǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ 

όŘƛǎύŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜƭŀǘŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎΦ 

Expectations and Satisfaction 

¢Ƙƛǎ ǘƘŜƳŜ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǎŀǘƛǎŦŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎΣ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ 

students were given during the recruitment process, their learning expectations, and the 

ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻōƭƛƎŀǘƻǊȅ ƘƻǳǊǎΩ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ǎǇŜƴŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳ ǘƻ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭƭȅ 

complete the training.  

Overall Course Satisfaction 

/ƻǳǊǎŜ ǎŀǘƛǎŦŀŎǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǊŜǾŜŀƭŜŘ ƛƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǊŜǎǇƻnses; with stakeholders sharing their 

ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ǎŀǘƛǎŦŀŎǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŘƛǎǇŀǊƛǘȅ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎΣ 

showing both satisfaction with certain aspects of the course, and dissatisfaction with others. 

Nonetheless, there are several commonalities.  

According to student-ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎΣ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ 

somewhat pleased [Ext.57-58]. Meaning that students, initially, like the course.  
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Extracts 57-58 

However, there seems to be a change in perspective the longer they stay enrolled. For 

some students the course was initially exciting, since it was new in many regards ς such as 

the MOD. After the initial stages, they experienced a progressive decline in their positive 

perception of the training received [Ext.59-60], leading to ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ decision to discontinue 

the course. They claimed that the course becomes monotone and repetitive, and that the 

initial enthusiasm is lost [Ext.61-62]. In sum, past that initial stage where students are initially 

enthusiastic, their experience changes into slightly more negative. 

 

Extracts 59-62 

Lƴ ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴΣ ƛǘ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƛƳŜΣ ƎƻƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ 

positive to negative as the course progresses. Students explained that amongst others, this 

change happens due to the repetitive nature of the course content, leading to the course 

being undesirable. 

Expectations and the Recruitment Process 

²ƘŜƴ ƛǘ ŎƻƳŜǎ ǘƻ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎǊǳƛǘƳŜnt phase of the 

courses, there seems to be a different opinion amongst stakeholders. Perceptions of those 

directly involved in the teaching and learning process are in disagreement with what 

recruiters and HRDs think. Tutors are more critical, whereas HRDs, acknowledge certain 

limitations. 

One of the beliefs from those not directly involved in the teaching and learning process 

(LCs, recruiters, HRDs, TMDs) is that students have the necessary information at their disposal 

before deciding upon enrolment [Ext.63-64], since the recruiter presents the courses initially 

to HRDs, and later to students [Ext.65-66]. Thus, from the perspective of those not involved 

in recruitment, students have what they need to make an informed decision, and to set 
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realistic expectations for the course outcomes. They claim that students have details as to 

how much they should progress per week, regarding the evaluations, and the time required 

on the DLP [Ext.64].  

 

Extracts 63-66 

The information students gained during the presentation of the courses varies 

amongst students. Some received information about the tools at their disposal in the DLP and 

the PSs [Ext.67]; others about the logistic side of the courses, such as the amount of hours to 

invest in the platform, student support, or the teaching and learning approach [Ext.68]. 

 

Extracts 67-68 

 Despite these perceptions from stakeholders who are not involved in the teaching and 

learning process regarding studentsΩ information on the courses before they enrol, they also 

acknowledge certain limitations. For example, they state that students will not learn English 

to the claimed standard at each level, particularly students on higher levels [Ext.69]. 

  

Extract 69 
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Students show awareness of that shortcoming, becoming a source of discontent 

[Ext.70]. This indicates that in the recruitment process, when TCs present the courses, they 

tell potential student-participants that they will achieve the corresponding level they enrol in 

according to the platform, which then, appears not to be the case [Ext.70-71]; suggesting that 

students are not fully informed on what these courses can do for them.  

  

Extracts 70-71 

These statements show that information held by course providers is not the same as 

that presented to potential student-participants. As the course progresses and students 

perceive a difference between what they were told, and what they experience, this leads to 

a discontent between the information obtained in the recruitment process and what students 

perceive later on the courses. Information initially shared with students creates expectations 

that at the end of the course are not met [Ext.70], to which, some stakeholders such as LCs 

admit to [Ext.72].  

 

Extract 72 

Students show this disconnect in many aspects of the course besides the attainment 

of a specific level. For instance, a student was unhappy with the overall teaching and learning 

approach, as it was not what she initially expected [Ext.73]. Similarly, the hours they were 

told during the recruitment process, and the hours the course required on weekly basis 

differed [Ext.74]. Another aspect had to do with the content, as a student claims to have been 

told at the start that it would be individualised and adapted to their needs, however, she did 

not think this was the case [Ext.75]. 
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Extracts 73-75 

Students claim to have lived a different experience to that presented in the 

recruitment phase. Some participants claim to not receive a presentation at all [Ext.76]; some 

receiving an overview of what the DLP entailed [Ext.67]; and others receiving information that 

did not correspond with what they perceived happened during the courses regarding student 

support, content or time required for course completion [Ext.73-75]. The commonality seems 

ǘƻ ōŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎǊǳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǎǘŀƎŜ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ƳŀǘŎƘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

stage generated, leading to an increase in student dissatisfaction [Ext.77-79]. 

 

Extracts 76-79 

This theme portrays several approaches to recruitment by the same training 

providers, and examples of the lack of consistency in what students are told in the recruitment 

ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ όŎƭŀƛƳ ǘƻύ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻƴ ǘhe course. TCs staff seem to be aware 

of certain limiting facts or concerns, and students claim those are not communicated to them. 

Similarly, results do not show if HRDs are aware of the issues presented in this section, and 

attempts to follow up on this were not fruitful. 
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Satisfaction and Expectations  

Satisfaction and expectations cannot be understood without one another, thus this 

ǘƘŜƳŜ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜǎ ǾƛŜǿǎ ƻƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎŀǘƛǎŦŀŎǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ŀ Ŏƻƴǘƛƴǳŀǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ 

the above. As with other themes, these have several commonalities. 

Students were overall pleased with the fact that the course helped them improve their 

English in some capacity: increase vocabulary, improve fluency, or gain confidence [Ext.80-

81]; however, students also express that they were not able to fulfil their goals [Ext. 82]. 

 

Extracts 80-82 

In light of this, student satisfaction appears to have room for improvement [Ext.82-

83]. Learners talk about aspects that hindered their satisfaction with the training provided 

such as the content, which they claim it was either not of their interest, not interactive, too 

general or too easy [Ext.84-85]. This leads one student to conclude that the course was not 

what she was looking for [Ext.86]. Inevitably, the content is connected to other factors such 

ŀǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŜƴǊƻƭƭŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻǊǊŜǎǇƻƴding level 

[Ext.20-21], directly affecting the content students receive [Ext.84]. Additionally, learners 

claim that content-ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ώ9ȄǘΦурϐΣ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ 

for a more individualised course where content and support are aimed at their needs [Ext.75], 

and it is not generic [Ext.85]. 
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Extracts 83-86 

Not only students talk about their dissatisfaction; tutors also talk about what students 

share with them in the PSs regarding their satisfaction (or lack thereof) with the training 

received. LTs corroborate that students perceive that the topics provided on the DLP are not 

of their interest, and do not help them meet their expectations, leading to dissatisfaction 

[Ext.87]. Similarly, tutors add that students think of the content as boring, and not of interest 

for them [Ext.88-89].  

 

Extracts 87-89 

 In contrast to these responses from several students, one of them agreed that this 

course is what he was looking for [Ext.90], since he gained the necessary practice to attend 

meetings, and perform his duties at work [Ext.91].  

  

Extracts 90-91 

In conclusion, except for one of the participants, all other student-participants 

perceived that their expectations were not met with the training received, especially those 
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around the pƭŀǘŦƻǊƳΩǎ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳΣ ƴƻǘ ŀƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ƳǳŎƘ 

interaction. However, they also highlight certain positive aspects of the course that helped 

them fulfil some of their expectations.  

Course Requirements  

There are two obligatory requirements for successful course completion: a number of 

hours spent working on the DLP, and passing 75% of the course assessment: the evaluations.  

Obligatory hours 

This theme could have been fully explored when talking about student satisfaction, 

however, due to the relevance and the high volume of answers the answers on this subject, 

it was explored separately. The many theme overlaps serve as an example of the complexity 

of the issue.   

All participants that addressed the number of hours students had to fulfil as a 

requirement for course completion were in agreement that these hours were unnecessary as 

a requirement for successful course completion, being a source of complain from students 

[Ext.92-93].  

 

Extracts 92-93 

¢ǳǘƻǊǎ ŎƻƴŦƛǊƳ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ Řƛǎƭƛƪe for the number of obligatory hours [Ext.94, Ext.96]. 

They talked about what students shared with them, showing their discontent over this 

obligation to spend over a specific number of hours on the platform. One of the tutors 

believes that this is a factoǊ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŘƛǎŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƘƻǳǊǎ ŎƻƳōƛƴŜŘ 

ǿƛǘƘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƘƻǳǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƛŦŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŦƻǎǘŜǊ ŘƛǎŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŀǘƛƻƴ ώ9ȄǘΦфрϐΦ 

This is supported by the other tutor when she claims that the number of hours in relation to 

the audience of these courses is unsustainable [Ext.97].  
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Extracts 94-97 

All interviewees that talked about the obligatory hours on the platform agreed that 

the number required was high. A high number of hours for a training that students are meant 

to be doing on voluntary basis alongside their jobs, and personal responsibilities. In the 

interviews, students confirmed that the obligatory nature of these hours are not of their 

liking, and that they influence them toward leaving/staying [Ext.98]. This aversion for the 

number of mandatory hours, led students to use strategies to cope with this requirement: 

students opened the DLP on their devices, and let the hours pass while they did something 

else [Ext.99-100]. However, this coping mechanism is counterproductive toward learning, and 

presents an issue that could be linked to student (dis)satisfaction, since they were aware of 

that they were cheating the system. 

 

Extracts 98-100 
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In conclusion, obligatory hours were not welcomed by any participant. This is due to 

the time these hours take students away from other responsibilities, and, because it seems 

that a course that students are supposed to be taking willingly, turns into a way of monitoring 

their behaviour regarding their professional development.  

Evaluations  

Evaluations take place on the DLP every three weeks, corresponding to three 

lessons/chapters. These are summative, in the written form, and based on the theoretical 

content (grammar and vocabulary).  

Students can fail two evaluations through the course regardless of other scores, and 

they are allowed two attempts per evaluation. These consist of activities such as those 

students perform on the platform: fill the gap, find the right order, or multiple choice. Always 

activities that can be automatically corrected by the system without the need for human 

ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ƻǾŜǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǿƻǊƪΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƴƻǊ ƻǊŀƭ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘΦ !ǘ 

the end, the tutor provides a report on how the student developed on their PSs, however, 

there is no marking criteria to follow, or any other set of guidelines [Ext.101]. The only 

evaluations that count toward students progressing onto the next stage are those done every 

three weeks on the DLP. 

 

Extract 101 

{ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ŀǊŜ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǳƴŀƴƛƳƻǳǎΣ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǘƘŜ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǘǊǳŜ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻǊ 

gained knowledge. Student-participants claim that the difficulty of evaluations should be 

higher [Ext.102, Ext.104], that it should provide feedback rather than just a score, and that it 

ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ŀ ǿƛŘŜǊ ǾŀǊƛŜǘȅ ƻŦ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ώ9ȄǘΦмлоϐΦ hƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ [/ǎ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎŜǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ 

frustration with the assessment, appealing to its repetitive nature [Ext.105], similar to the 

ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 5[tΩǎ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ǘǳǘƻǊΣ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŜȄǇŜǊǘΣ ŀƭǎƻ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ 

and validity of the assessment because learners are only assessed in grammar and vocabulary, 

with no speaking, writing, or listening components [Ext.106]; therefore, limiting the capacity 

of students to show their language skills.  
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Extracts 102-106 

A student expressing her frustration highlights that with the evaluation system 

allowing two opportunities to complete the same evaluation, students simply copy and paste 

the answers the second time around, exposing a CD issue. According to this student, this way 

of evaluating is counterproductive, encouraging cheating behaviours [Ext.107]. Because of 

this criticism toward the evaluations, students might feel discouraged from taking the course 

ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎƭȅΣ ŀƴŘ ŦǊƻƳ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƭŜǎǎƻƴǎΩ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎΣ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘis is not a course requirement.  

 

Extract 107 

It can be established that there is an issue with the design of the evaluations, as they 

Řƻ ƴƻǘ ǎŜŜƳ ǘƻ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǘǊǳŜ ƭŜǾŜƭΣ ƻǊ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ 

of the need for automated corrections due to the need for courses to be cost-effective. As 

such, this limits options, and does not allow oral or writing skills to be evaluated.  

 Additionally, one of the students argues for the need of a final exam to assess 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǘƛǊŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ 

progression onto the next level [Ext.108]. Students also comment on the importance of a 

follow-up, and the opportunity to receive feedback throughout the academic year as opposed 
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to just scores for the evaluations. In essence, they request FF [Ext.109-110]. They believe that 

student progress should be monitored on regular basis to include opportunities for feedback. 

 

Extracts 108-110 

 Lǘ ƛǎ ŎƭŜŀǊ ŦǊƻƳ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǎŀǘƛǎŦƛŜŘ with the way they are 

evaluated. Stakeholders seem to be aware of this lack of satisfaction; however, they do not 

seem to consider exploring other options to correct this [Ext.111], as they do not think that 

this aspect of the courses has an impact on studŜƴǘ ŘƛǎŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŀǘƛƻƴ ώ9ȄǘΦммнϐΦ ¢ƘŜ 5[tΩǎ 

system (software of the platform) is quite rigid, allowing only activities on a specific format 

that enables automated corrections. For this part of the course to be cost-effective, a machine 

needs to be able to do the marking.  

 

Extracts 111-112 

In sum, participants ς students and staff alike, are aware of the shortcomings of the 

evaluation system in place, with students voicing complains claiming this way of evaluating 

does not allow them to show their language skills. Additionally, students claim that the format 

of activities is very repetitive, and that they do not get any feedback to help them improve. 

They request feedback and a wider variety of assessment, including the opportunity to show 
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oral and writing skills. Despite TCs stakeholders discarding the impact of evaluations on 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ƛǘǎ 

significance toward their satisfaction, results obtained suggest it must be accounted for.  

Teaching and Learning  

¢Ƙƛǎ ǘƘŜƳŜ ŀƛƳǎ ŀǘ ŜȄǇƭƻǊƛƴƎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΩǎ 

teaching and learning tools, and how these have influenced them toward (dis)continuing. 

Mode of Delivery  

The MOD along with the teaching and learning method are amongst the most 

ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎΦ hƴ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŎŎŀǎƛƻƴǎΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ΨƳŜǘƘƻŘΩ 

to encompass both the methodology, and the MOD. This can be differentiated within the 

context they used the word.  

Stakeholders agree that the MOD benefits some students more than others [Ext.113-

114], fitting the needs of a number of students [Ext.117]. Tutors focus on the benefits of 

online delivery for certain students, more particularly for those who are shy when it comes to 

conversational practice. Since all human interaction on the courses is mediated (via a 

computer or a telephone), and does not allow to see the other person, tutors see benefits for 

those students who are not comfortable speaking in front of others [Ext.11-116]. This MOD 

helps preventing language anxiety, due the characteristics of the mediated communication, 

and the limited amount of student-instructor, and student-student interaction.  

 

Extracts 113-117 

Other stakeholders highlight other benefits of this MOD, such as its flexibility 

[Ext.121], particularly when it comes to time [Ext.118 and Ext.120] and place [Ext.119], so 
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students can connect from various locations at their preferred time. This advantage has to be 

understood with reservations, since to access the DLP students require an internet 

connection, and a device. Similarly, for PSs, students need signal, and battery on their phones, 

and PSs can only be rearranged if the student notifies their LC 24 hours in advance, meaning 

that if the student does not pick up the phone at the time of the PS, that session is not 

rearranged. Additionally, one of the recruiters highlights that this MOD is more cost-effective 

[Ext.122], and that ƛǘ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ŘŜǘŀƛƭŜŘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ώ9ȄǘΦмноϐΦ 

 

Extracts 118-123 

Stakeholders also talked about the downsides of online learning. For instance, the 

MOD offered with no F2F contact, or any visual contact through computer-mediated 

interaction is impersonal, and the course audience might not be accustomed to this type of 

interaction [Ext.124]. Tutors agree that students might not be used to working online 

[Ext.124-125], with one of the LCs connecting this to the age of participants [Ext.126], similar 

to what one of the students added [Ext.127].  

 

Extracts 124-127 
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Tutors provide a different side this training when they comment on their daily 

struggles with technology in the PSs. In this case, one of them highlights that when it comes 

to the connectivity within the PSs, sometimes either themselves or students cannot hear, or 

the call gets cut, which generates stress for both the instructor and the student [Ext.128]. 

Students can be under pressure when they attempt to speak a language they are learning, 

and these issues add to that stress. Tutors acknowledge what should happen: that 

connections work well, and that communication would not be hindered by computer or 

phone mediation; however, they speak about the reality of the job [Ext.129], with the 

consequences this brings for students and tutors alike. They comment on the quality of sound 

within their calls. An example on how these issues affect students is that they are only entitled 

to 15 minutes per week with the tutor on a PS. If the student does not have signal when the 

tutor calls, the student misses that PS, resulting in the loss of opportunity for social 

interaction. Similarly, if there are connectivity issues when tutors and students talk, such as 

poor sound quality, or interruptions, the time lost due to those circumstances is not 

recovered, since tutors have to call other students after the corresponding 15 minutes. 

 

Extracts 128-129 

In the case of students, their answers with regards to the MOD focused primarily on 

their preference for F2F [Ext.130-131], something also known by stakeholders [Ext.133], and 

interestingly, F2F language courses were not offered to students on the academic year the 

Řŀǘŀ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘŜŘ ώ9ȄǘΦмонϐΦ {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ ǘƻ ŘƛǎƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ah5 ŀǊŜ Ƴŀƛƴƭȅ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

teaching method, thus these will be presented in the next theme covering the teaching and 

learning approach.  

Students also see the positive side of this MOD, but with reservations. They highlight 

that this methodology is comfortable as it allows participants to work from anywhere, giving 

students the freedom to choose when and where to work [Ext.134]. This brings the 
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opportunity learn in the most stimulating environment for students, permitting a high level 

of freedom when it comes to where and when [Ext.137]. Despite the requirements already 

presented regarding a compatible device, good phone coverage, etc., students are left to plan 

and organise where and when to do the course, which might not be beneficial for them since 

ǎǘǳŘȅƛƴƎ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ 

freedom to work in their own time and in their chosen learning space should not be their 

main priority when choosing a course, and that other aspects should take priority to find what 

best suits their learning style and lifestyle [Ext.134, and Ext.137] ς especially since this MOD 

appears not to contribute toward student motivation [Ext.135]. 

 

Ext 130-137 

{ǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊǎΣ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ŀǿŀǊŜ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ah5Σ ƪƴƻǿ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ 

preference for F2FΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ ΨŎƭƛŜƴǘǎΩ ς HRDs, chose to provide students with online 

courses because they are less costly, and that when corporations are better financially after 

the 2008 crisis, they will offer F2F to their students again [Ext.138-139]. Similarly, HRDs 

ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƳŜǘ Ǿƛŀ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ 

they started offering F2F courses once more [Ext.140]. 
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Extracts 138-140 

In sum, despite students understanding the benefits of online learning, they seem to 

have a preference for F2F, which, at the time of the data collection was not offered as an 

alternative for them to learn English. TCs stakeholders acknowledged that because the 

financial situation of corporations has improved, there has been a shift from hiring online 

courses, to a request for more F2F. HRDs confirm that this is the case, explaining that students 

were displeased with the online experience, and they wanted to learn F2F. Some of the 

reasons why this is the case are presented in the next theme: Teaching Method.  

Teaching Method 

The teaching and learning ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ 

perceptions of the course, and their satisfaction.  

TCs stakeholders talk about the positive aspects they perceive regarding the method. 

Particularly, its flexibility in accessing content differently than on a course where the content 

and pace is established by teachers [Ext.141-142]. In this case, students can navigate the DLP 

on their own, and can skip activities they are not interested in, or go back on activities they 

have already done. Additionally, they praise the design and the way content is presented to 

students, with clear instructions on content and structure [Ext.143]; however, they do not 

ǘŀƭƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘΣ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎΩ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜΦ 
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Extracts 141-143 

Amongst stakeholders, there are also those who have a different opinion on the 

method. They discuss the CD, highlighting that it is in need of innovation [Ext.144-145] in 

several fronts. For example in the way students see the content and interact with it by means 

of activities, that they claim are repetitive and monotone [Ext.144]. Stakeholders know that 

some students do not like the methodology they offer, or that a number of students struggle 

to adapt to the teaching and learning approach [Ext. 146]. Due to the way these courses are 

organised, students and instructors never get to see each other. A tutor states that it is 

unusual for students to not see the face of the person teaching, and that tutors are not used 

to not seeing the face of learners ς calling for a different type of computer mediation possibly 

including a video-camera [Ext.124].  

     

Extracts 144-146 

When talking about the teaching and learning approach, only one student had 

something positive to say, stating that the method offered by these courses could be useful 

to learn general items work-related. This same student complements this statement by 

adding that this method would not be suitable to prepare an official English exam/certificate 

[Ext.147]. Amongst other criticism to the method, there are some commonalities. For 

instance, the way content is put into practice, with activities being repetitive, and not offering 

much variety in the DLP [Ext.148]. When exploring the DLP, and as explained in the Context 

section, the variety of activities students can work on is limited because all corrections need 

to be automated, therefore, opportunities are limited. Students also request for topics to be 

closer to their needs and interests, mimicking real-life situations [Ext.149], for which, TCs, as 

ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊǎΣ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇƭŀŎŜΦ 

Studying online might also take students some time to adjust and adapt to this student-
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centred approach, where students are to play a more active role in their learning [Ext.150-

151].  

 

Extracts 147-151 

a. The Digital Learning Platform 

To further the presentation of the course, when talking about the course 

methodology, it is necessary to explore the features of the DLP. Therefore, this subtheme 

ŀƛƳǎ ŀǘ ŜȄǇƭƻǊƛƴƎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎΣ 

content and design.  

One of the main differences observed concerning the DLP is the way students and 

stakeholders approach it: stakeholders do it from a design or structural perspective, and 

students from a teaching materials/content perspective. These two viewpoints are the core 

of this sub-theme. 

The recruiter believes that the DLP is an essential tool, necessary for students, and 

that works best in combination with something else (e.g., the PSs) [Ext.152]. Language 

professionals involved in the courses agree that the platform is necessary for students 

training, and that it would be incomplete without it [Ext.153-154]. Both these agents suggest 

that it is better when combined with something else [Ext.155]. 
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Extracts 152-155 

When referring to combining the platform with something else, the course offers the 

feature of the PSs. LTs are said to make a difference in the overall understanding of the course, 

since they add to the platform ς complementing its content; but also, because students will 

have different needs for which the platform will not be able to provide, and where human 

input is essential [Ext.156]. 

 

Extract 156 

²ƛǘƘ ǊŜƎŀǊŘǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳΩǎ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴΣ ǎƻƳŜ ǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊǎ ǇǊŀƛǎŜ ǘƘŜ 

good distribution of the content, and the way it is organised [Ext.157], not so much 

commenting on the quality, validity or relatability of content to students.   

 

Extract 157 

 On the other hand, other stakeholders such as the HRDs, talk about their perceptions 

of what students do not like regarding the DLP. For example, students seem to complain 

about the fact that they have to work alone, with this affecting the amount of time they are 

able to spend on their training [Ext.158]. Additionally, HRDs convey their feedback from 
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students on the course, claiming that they did not think that the CD was adequate, including 

content instructional issues [Ext.159] 

 

Extracts 158-159 

The course content is in fact one of the sources of complaint from students. They 

criticise several aspects. For instance, one of this is the way grammar is presented, accessed, 

structured, and students even question the quality of the grammar content, claiming that it 

is too repetitive from one level to the next [Ext.160-163]. As presented in section 1.2 Research 

Context, the DLP does not allow access to all the theoretical content together, meaning that 

if students were to seek full access of that content, they would have to open each activity 

separately, and copy-paste it onto a different document. This way of presenting content is 

not welcomed by students [Ext.164]. 

 

Extracts 160-164 

Tutors, in agreement with students, also see issues with the grammatical content, 

however, they do so from a quality perspective, claiming that it is weak and scarce [Ext.165-

166]. 
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Extracts 165-166 

Regarding the content, another aspect students disliked is the fact that there are no 

writing-composition activities [Ext.167]. Most of the drills and activities presented to students 

involved filling the gaps, or restructuring a sentence (see 1.2 Research Contextfor details on 

the type of activities), which permit limited interaction, and become repetitive in time [Ext. 

168-170]. As explained, this can be due to all activities presented in the platform having to be 

automatically corrected by the software, leaving less room for variety or innovation, which 

seems to cause students dissatisfaction as they get bored of the same activities [Ext.171-172].  

 

Extracts 167-172 

Similarly, the topics used through the DLP seem to displease students, being the 

primary reason that the topics were not of their interest, not useful for their needs with the 

language [Ext.173], and therefore, a reason for discontinuation. Students claim to have been 

told that content would be tailored toward their needs, and that it was not the case [Ext.174]. 

¢ƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ǿŀǎ ǊƛƎƛŘ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ Ŧƛǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎΩ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜΣ ƭŜŀŘΣ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ 

the LCs, to motivational loss [Ext.175]. This issue that was noted by HRDs [Ext.177], LCs 

[Ext.174-176], and tutors, who perceived a change in student satisfaction over time ς as the 

course progressed, students started disliking the course content and its organisation 

[Ext.178].  
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Extracts 173-178 

One LC acknowledged that he was unsure as to how well generic courses work, since 

students get pre-determined content, not based on their interests [Ext.179], and that a 

ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǎŀǘƛǎŦƛŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 5[tΩǎ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘΣ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǊŜǉǳŜǎǘƛƴƎ ƳƻǊŜ 

time on the PSs, and less on the DLP [Ext.180]. LTs, who shared their insights from students, 

also corroborate this. They admit that students tell them that the content of the topics from 

ǘƘŜ 5[t ŀǊŜ άōƻǊƛƴƎέ ώ9ȄǘΦмум-182], and not of their interest [Ext.183]. They call for content 

ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜƭŀǘŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜΩǎ ƴŜŜŘǎ ώ9ȄǘΦмупϐΣ ƻǊ ŜƭǎŜΣ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǎǎǳǊŜΣ ŀǊŜ ŀǘ Ǌƛǎƪ ƻŦ 

discontinuation [Ext.181]. 
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Extracts 179-184 

In essence, there is consensus on the fact that the content, structure and accessibility 

of ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǊŜŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘΣ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǘƻǇƛŎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ 

and needs. The course grammar is also mentioned by most participants in the interviews, who 

claim that this aspect is one of the main weaknesses of Speexx. Interestingly, those 

stakeholders that are not in contact with students (TMD and recruiter) tend to think that the 

ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳΩǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ƛǎ ƎƻƻŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀ ƘŜƭǇŦǳƭ ǘƻƻƭΣ ǿƘŜǊŜŀǎ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 5[t 

itself, or those who are in contact with students, tend to highlight its shortcomings regarding 

its design. The content seems to be general for an audience that has a variety of needs with 

the English language. This generalisation will be addressed in the next sub-theme, although, 

it could have been included as a continuation of the results related to content.  

b. ΨhƴŜ {ƛȊŜ Cƛǘǎ !ƭƭΩ 

This theme portrays what all agents involved think about the fact that all students 

receive the same training, with very little room for change and adjustment. The DLP comes 

with pre-determined content, which as previously discussed, is a source of discontent for 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ώ9ȄǘΦмурϐΦ ¢ƘŜ t{ǎ ŀǊŜ ƳŜŀƴǘ ǘƻ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǇƛŎǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳΣ ǘƻ Ǉǳǘ ΨǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƛƴǘƻ 

ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΩΦ Lƴ ƭƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎΣ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ǎŎŜƴŀǊƛƻ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀƴȅ ǊƻƻƳ ŦƻǊ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƛǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ t{ǎΣ 

provided that the tutor agrees to do so, and that TCs do not oppose.  
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Extract 185 

  !ǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ǎǳōǘƘŜƳŜΣ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƳŜǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 

content provided by the DLP [Ext.181-183], establishing that the content is too general, and 

not specific enough to tackle different students ς the audience. Students admit that due to 

ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƛǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ǊƻƻƳ ǘƻ ŀŘŀǇǘ ǘƻ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΣ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀ ΨƻƴŜ ǎƛȊŜ 

Ŧƛǘǎ ŀƭƭΩ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ώ9ȄǘΦмусϐΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƻǊ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘ 

with the content to present it to students in a way they might assimilate better [Ext.187]. This 

ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ƻŦŦŜǊŜŘ ƭŜŀŘǎ ǘƻ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŘƛǎǎŀǘƛǎŦŀŎǘƛƻƴ ώ9ȄǘΦмууϐΣ 

and in this, all student-participants agree.  

 

Extracts 186-188 

The fact that students think that they are wasting their time, connects with the idea 

that students were somehow misled in the recruitment process into thinking that they would 

be working on topics and preparing conversations that help fulfilling their needs [Ext.189]. 

That same student claims that her tutor did not help her with the type of conversations she 

needed in her workplace, suggesting that it is at the discretion of the tutor whether to help 

students with this or not (this is further developed when discussing the rapport between 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǘǳǘƻǊύΦ ¢ǳǘƻǊǎ ŀǊŜ ǘŀǎƪŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǇƛŎǎ ǎŜǘ ƻǳǘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ 5[tΩǎ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘΣ 

and are encouraged by their TCs to follow those topics. In any case, the lack of pre-disposition 

of the tutor to help with different topics generated discontent, and was one of the reasons as 

to why this student decided to discontinue [Ext.190]. 






























































































































































































































































































































































































