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Abstract
Virtual learning environments have become prevalent in the workplace to improve talent
development. However, because there are so many different types of design options, not
all learners are finding success in the virtual learning environment. This mismatch can
negatively impact employees’ motivation and learning outcomes. The purpose of this
study was to explore how design features of a virtual learning environment impacted
adult learners’ motivation in the workplace. Constructivist and self-determination
theories were used as theoretical frameworks. The research question in this study
explored how social and external contextual factors influence an adult learner’s
motivation to learn in a virtual learning environment. A qualitative case study was used
to explore the data collected from 8 federal employees who used a virtual learning
environment for professional development. Data were collected from interviews, surveys,
and direct observations and analyzed using inductive coding to determined patterns and
themes for study. The results from the study indicated the participants viewed visual
learning, learner control, ease of use, technical competence, instructor support, and
technical support as critical factors that must be addressed when using a virtual learning
environment to improve talent development. The findings from the study can provide
insights that could be used by training developers for how to design virtual learning
environments to provide a positive environment. The social change impact will be to
improve the virtual learning environments for the federal workforce to improve
motivation and create a culture of talent development for individual growth and

organizational capabilities.
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study

This descriptive case study explored the impact that learning in a virtual
environment had on adult learners’ motivation in the workplace. The study was based on
data collected from interviews, direct observation, and a questionnaire that were
administered to federal government employees participating in a training session using a
virtual learning environment. Virtual learning environments are becoming ubiquitous in
the workplace (Oproiu & Chicioreanu, 2012; Saleeb & Dafoulas, 2010). A virtual
learning environment (VLE) is a design information space that is not restricted to
distance education and that allows for multiple technologies to be used and integrated in
one system. It also provides social spaces that allow learners to learn and collaborate
with each other without regard to physical location (Dillenbourg, 2000). Many learning
leaders have made claims that VLEs are beneficial in helping learners improve their
knowledge, skills, and performance (Hampel, 2014). VLEs have been credited with
saving organizations millions of dollars on travel funds due to the fact that learners do not
have to attend training offsite (Mueller & Strohmeier, 2011). They also allow learners to
attend training without any physical boundaries (Hampel, 2014). Although there are
many benefits cited for VLESs, there has been very little research on how they impact
learners’ motivation (Hartnett et al., 2011). The aim of this case study was to investigate
how learning in a VLE impacted adult learners’ motivation to learn in the workplace. In
this chapter, I discuss the study’s background, problem statement, purpose, research
questions, conceptual framework, and nature. Additionally, I provide definitions of terms

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



social impact.
Background of the Study

The 21%-century workforce is very diverse. Employees in the 21¥-century
workforce consist of digital natives and digital immigrants, groups that need to be taught
using different strategies (Prensky, 2001). Digital natives are individuals who have spent
their entire lives with digital technologies. Digital immigrants have not had the
opportunity to engage with technology since their childhood. According to Prensky
(2001), most digital immigrants require more assistance with their technology usage. In
order for the workforce to succeed in the 21% century, learning leaders must be able to
explore and choose education options that are appropriate for the 21* century (Mirci &
Hensley, 2010). Greenstein (2012) argued that 21%-century learning should include tasks
that help learners improve their skills in critical thinking, creativity, problem solving,
metacognition, communication, collaboration, and information and technology. VLEs
can support 21%-century learning by providing learning leaders with the opportunity to
create effective learning opportunities for learners that are appropriate for the 21* century
(Knutsson et al., 2011). They afford learners an opportunity to learn based on their
individual needs and learning styles (Mueller & Strohmeier, 2011). VLEs also provide
organizations with cost-effective means to train a diverse workforce regardless of their
geographical locations. According to Mueller and Strohmeier (2010), these factors make
VLE:s ideal learning vehicles for corporate training. Web- and digital-based
technologies, online learning, and VLEs have promoted wide interest in the activities of

knowledge creation and knowledge sharing (Bell, 2011). They are widely used today as



workforce learning solutions (Knutsson et al., 2011). Fagan (2014) argued that online
learning is suddenly becoming a key part of organizational success strategy. The Talent
Development 2016 State of the Industry Report, sponsored by Bellevue University and
Training Associates, revealed that technology-based and online learning accounted for
41% of all learning hours (Ho, 2016). This was 10 percentage points higher than training
delivered through technology-based and online learning in 2008, and 15 percentage
points higher than technology-based and online learning in 2003 (Ho, 2016).

Although VLEs are used quite frequently in the workforce, there is still a need for
further research (Saleeb & Dafoulas, 2010). This is due to the fact that VLEs are diverse
in their capabilities and functionalities. Their systems design and characteristics range
from simple to complex (Burton & Martin, 2010; Mogus et al., 2012; Mueller &
Strohmeier, 2011). Design characteristics are critical to an effective VLE (Mueller &
Strohmeier, 2011). Research is still needed to understand how learners learn in VLEs.

The purpose of this study was to explore how a VLE impacted adult learners’
motivation in the workplace. Very little research was found that addressed motivational
concerns in the VLEs. Research from this case study adds to the literature on designing
and developing VLEs that are effective in increasing motivation and improving learner
perceptions and learner satisfaction. Additionally, the aim of this study was to help
improve the overall learning experience and learning outcomes of learners.

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

employees’ motivation and learning outcomes are impacted by poor design and usage of



the VLE (Saleeb & Dafoulas, 2010). This can result in poor learning transfer and
ultimately affect overall job performance. Additionally, it can result in loss of
productivity, poor work quality, high employee turnover, loss of revenue, and overall
organizational failure (Saks & Burke-Smalley, 2014). The issues for VLEs are centered
on their design and on how learners use the VLE. There is no one-size-fits-all formula
for the design of a VLE (Mogus et al., 2012). This can pose problems for learning
leaders because there is limited research on which design factors and characteristics yield
the most effective learning opportunities for employees in workplace training. Learning
leaders in the workplace have the responsibility of finding innovative technologies to
provide effective and efficient learning interventions for employees (Li, D’Souza, & Du,
2011). A key concern is that many of these technologies used for learning and
development must be customized for educational or training purposes (Chapman &
Stone, 2010). Additionally, there is limited agreement as to how the use of technology
directly impacts students’ learning or performance (Chapman & Stone, 2010).

Research in academic settings has shown that online learning has been associated
with students feeling disconnected with their learning environment (Baxter & Hancock,
2014). This could contribute to lower levels of motivation for learners. Motivation is the
precursor to learning and is a heavy influencer of individual learning (Mayer, 2011).
However, there is very little research on motivation in VLEs in the workplace (Hartnett et
al., 2011). Understanding how information and communication technology (ICT) and
collaborative learning in VLEs impact motivation in adult learners can provide valuable

information on design decisions for VLEs. Research on VLEs can help to inform



learning leaders in the workplace on best practices for using VLEs as a platform for
delivering training and development to adult learners (Chapman & Stone, 2010).
Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to explore how a VLE impacted adult learners’
motivation in the workplace. A secondary focus was investigating learners’ opinions and
perceptions of learning in a VLE. Qualitative case study is consistent with Yin’s (2014)
framework for instrumental case study. Adult employees using a VLE in the workplace
to complete a training session constituted the unit of analysis for this study. Data
collection consisted of interviews, direct observations, and questionnaires. The
methodology was modeled after Yin’s framework for a case study.

Research Questions

The research questions were the main impetus for this research design. All of the
other parts of the design were connected to the research questions (Maxwell, 2013).
Three research questions were explored. The research questions were based on the
literature and the research problem. Maxwell (2013) argued that research questions for a
study sometimes evolve over the period of the study. However, the four areas of the
research design should influence the construction of the final research questions
(Maxwell, 2013). The four areas of the research design consist of theories/conceptual
frameworks, data collection, methods, and data analysis. Four areas of the research
design influenced the research questions for this study. The research questions were as

follows:
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* How do social and contextual factors influence adult learners’ autonomy and
relatedness needs in a virtual learning environment?

* How do adult learners’ beliefs about their technical skills influence their
motivation to learn in a virtual learning environment?

* How do learners’ preconceived beliefs about learning in a virtual learning
environment impact their motivation to learn when using a virtual learning
environment?

The research questions were designed to aid in exploring and understanding adult
employees’ learning experiences as they related to motivation in a VLE. The research
questions served as a guide for the literature review in this study. The questions are
explored in more detail in Chapter 3, under the Methodology section.

Conceptual Framework

Constructivism (Vygotsky, 1978) and self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan,
1985, 2002) were used as the conceptual framework for this study. The principles of
constructivism and self-determination theory can help inform educators and learning
leaders on the instructional design of learning materials, instructional activities, and
learning strategies that are used in a VLE. These principles also assisted in
understanding the information that is received from the investigation of the three research
questions in this study. Each research question was tied to at least one of the conceptual
frameworks used in the study. A more detailed explanation of the two conceptual

frameworks is presented in Chapter 2.



Constructivist Approach

The constructivist approach has been used extensively as a conceptual framework
for research involving virtual learning environments (Mikropoulos & Natsis, 2010).
Driscoll (2005) noted that constructivism does not fall under one theory of instruction but
rather relates to a variety of approaches. Various researchers doing research in different
domains have developed specific aspects of constructivist theory. Within the
constructivist approach, learners construct knowledge in an attempt to make their
experiences meaningful (Driscoll, 2005). The constructivist approach was also selected
as a conceptual framework for this study due to its strong emphasis on collaborative and
active learning (Adamo & Dib, 2012). According to Adamo and Dib (2012), the
constructivist approach is the leading theoretical framework used for research on VLEs.
Research Question 1 is related to the constructivist approach.
Self-Determination Theory

Self-determination theory has been used to frame many research studies involved
with education (Hardnett et al., 2011). Self-determination theory is a key concept to use
to understand the quality of motivation that a learner exhibits (Deci & Ryan, 2008). The
theory is concerned with learners’ autonomy, competency, and interaction in their
environment. Self-determination theory postulates that all individuals have an internal
desire to control their own destiny as well as to feel competent and connected with others
in their space (Deci & Ryan 2008). Hardnett et al., used self-determination theory to

frame their study investigating learners’ motivation in online environments. Self-



determination theory assisted in understanding the quality of motivation for learners
learning in the VLE for this study. It is related to Research Questions 1, 2, and 3.
Nature of the Study

A qualitative case study was conducted for this inquiry. Qualitative research is
appropriate for understanding the impact that VLEs have on adult learners’ motivation to
learn (Creswell, 2009). Qualitative research relies on the perception of the participants
and their experiences. It is also descriptive in nature (Creswell, 2009). This study
consisted of a single case design. The participants included eight adult learners from a
federal government organization who had previous experience using a VLE. Interviews,
surveys, and direct observations were administered to participants to explore their
opinions about learning in a VLE. Interviews, surveys, and observations were also used
to explore participants’ beliefs about their technical skills, perceptions, and attitudes
toward a VLE. Description and analysis of the case are presented. The qualitative
analysis helps to provide an understanding of how learning in a VLE impacts an adult
learner’s motivation to learn.

Definitions of Terms

The following definitions are provided to add clarity to terms and definitions used
throughout this study.

ARCS: Motivation model used to provide insights into how motivational factors
(attention, relevance, confidence, and satisfaction) influence instructional design and

learning (Keller, 2010).



Best practice: Most effective and efficient way to achieve an outcome or
procedure when applied to a particular situation or condition (Baghdadi, 2011).

Distance learning: Learning environment that provides learners with the ability to
learn at locations and times of their choice without being in the physical space of the
learning environment (Sun & Rueda, 2012).

E-learning: Term used to describe teaching and learning process supported by
information and communication technologies that does not require students and teachers
to meet in the same physical location (Cartas, 2012).

Engagement: Actions that a learner takes to achieve quality performance and to
achieve a learning outcome (Sun & Rueda, 2012).

Learning styles: Thinking strategies that are used to process and make
connections with new information (Cartas, 2012).

Information and communication technology (ICT): Technologies to assist
individuals or organizations in using information (Heaton-Shrestha et al., 2009).

Online learning: Internet-based learning that uses both synchronous and
asynchronous learning applications (Demir & Horzum, 2013).

Presence: Perceptions of having an authentic physical environment in a VLE
(Persky et al., 2009).

Theory: “Scientific set of principles used to explain a phenomenon” (Schunk et
al., 2014, p. 6).

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

restricted to distance education and that allows for multiple technologies to be used and
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integrated in one system. It also provides social spaces that allow learners to learn and
collaborate with each other without regard to space (Dillenbourg, 2000).
Assumptions

One of the assumptions for this study was that employees are motivated to learn
in VLEs. Research has indicated that motivation and engagement are important factors in
successful learning and performance outcomes (Kelly, 2010). Another assumption was
that employees’ external motivation would be a factor because they had no choice but to
attend the training session in the VLE. For this study, I also assumed that the participants
would answer the questions in the questionnaire and interview truthfully and that the
questionnaire and the interview questions would be effective in gathering valuable
information that would be used for analysis. The final assumption was that all of the
participants would answer truthfully that they had some experience learning in VLEs.

Scope and Delimitations

This study took place in a federal government training facility located in the
northeast. The participants attended a training session. The participants consisted of
eight adult students age 18 and older who had some experience learning in a VLE. The
study did not give special consideration to ethnicity or gender. The participants were
employees assigned to a facility in the workplace who participated in the training
sessions from their work location. The results from this study could be used to address

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

In a qualitative study, the researcher is the key instrument for data collection. The
skills and the diligence of the researcher directly influence the credibility of the methods
used in the research (Patton, 2002). High-level skills are required to facilitate interviews
and conduct observations in a study (Patton, 2012). My novice skills as an interviewer
and observer were a limitation for the study. In order to mitigate this, I used interview
protocols. The interview questions were peer reviewed to ensure their quality,
appropriateness, and validity. Using a small sample size was a limitation because it made
generalizing the findings to other populations virtually impossible. However, a
qualitative study’s purpose is not to generalize the findings but to provide an in-depth
understanding of the phenomenon under study (Yin, 2014). To provide an in-depth
understanding of the case, I ensured that I provided “rich thick data” (Merriam, 1998, p.
211).

Significance

An ineffective learning program can adversely impact employees’ performance
and may cause organizational failure. Poor performance by employees can result in
decreased productivity, poor quality, and lost revenues. This study is significant because
VLE:s are widely used in corporate and government organizations to deliver training and
education to adult learners. There is very little evidence that support the benefits that a
VLE provides to instructional activities and learners (Johannsen, 2013). A recent survey
conducted by ON24 INC., a webcasting and virtual services firm, indicated that over 91%

of human resource departments intended to use some sort of VLE for training in 2013



12

(Ellis, 2013). Research that can provide evidence that VLEs have a positive impact on
adult learners may help to justify decisions to use VLEs as a viable alternative to
classroom training and to justify costs associated with VLEs as learning platforms. The
results of this study provide insights to educators and learning leaders on adult learners’
attitudes and feelings about learning in VLEs. The research also provides insights to
human resource professionals on how to best use VLEs to improve organizational staff
development (Li et al., 2011).
Summary

Chapter 1 has provided an introduction to the problem and the nature and
significance of the study surrounding the use of VLEs as effective learning environments
for adult learners. VLEs are prevalent in the workforce learning space (Ellis, 2013).
Training departments have credited them as being very beneficial in training a diverse
workforce. VLEs have been described as being diverse in their makeup (Adewale et al.,
2012). This diversity and the fact that over 91% of human resource training departments
plan on using VLEs to train their workforce warrant an investigation of their potency as
delivery platforms. In Chapter 1, I discussed the importance of investigating how
learning in a VLE influences adult learners’ motivation and how the characteristics of a
VLE influence learning. Three research questions were used in the study to guide the
investigation and to organize the literature review. In Chapter 2, a review of the literature

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

VLEs are widely used in the workplace, and there is no standard design that is
used to configure them for use. Employees’ motivation and learning outcomes are
impacted by poor design and configuration. The purpose of this study is to explore how a
VLE impacted adult learners’ motivation in the workplace. The framework for this
literature review consists of the research questions and the theoretical and conceptual
framework used in the study. Knowles, Holton, and Swanson (2005) argued that
exploring learning theories and conceptual frameworks could be very beneficial to
managers, policy-level leaders, learning leaders, and instructors. The understanding
gained from learning theories, conceptual frameworks, and adult learning principles can
lead to better instructional design decisions and better learning experiences for learners
(Knowles et al., 2005). However, learning cannot be totally understood with theories and
conceptual frameworks by themselves (Knowles et al., 2005). Theories and frameworks
must be coupled with analysis of the following: (a) learners’ learning environment, (b)
learners’ learning strategies, and (c) learners’ transformation as they go through the
learning process.

Understanding adult learning principles is also important to the conversation of
adult learning. Mirci and Hensley (2010) argued that adult learning principles should be
applied when implementing any policy, event, or program that calls for change to adults
in the workplace because change leads to a feeling of uncertainty in an individual’s life.
This feeling of uncertainty can cause anxiety and lack of confidence in a person’s ability

to perform a task or skill (Mirci & Hensley, 2010). In the literature review, I examined
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literature on constructivism, andragogy, self-efficacy, motivation, self-determination,
technology and learning, e-learning, distance learning, online learning, and VLEs.
Literature Search Strategy

This literature review was gathered from articles from textbooks and peer-
reviewed journals. The focus of the research was exploring the factors and variables that
are essential to developing effective VLEs and exploring the impact that perceived
usefulness, perception, belief, self-efficacy, self -determination, motivation, learner
characteristics, and instructor characteristics have on VLEs.

Electronic databases from Walden University were the primary source of
information. Databases such as ERIC, Google Scholar, ProQuest Central, Academic
Search Complete, Education from Sage, Education Research Complete, and PsycINFO
were used to explore topics of interest. The search terms used were andragogy,
constructivism, motivation, self-efficacy, self-determination, design characteristics for
virtual learning environments, online learning, e-learning, and virtual learning
environments.

Conceptual Framework

Constructivism and self-determination theory were used as the conceptual
framework for this study. Both conceptual frameworks provide an understanding of how
adults learn, which learning environments and learning strategies work best for adult
learners, and which teaching strategies are most effective for adult learners. Bear (2012)
explained that the adult education process is concerned with learners constructing their

own awareness and capacity for self-evaluation and reflection and that learning strategies
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are skills and techniques that learners develop and use in order to complete a learning
event. Each of the conceptual frameworks is a factor in motivation and thus influences
motivation in adult learners. Constructivist learning supports the concepts of andragogy,
or the theory and practice of educating through learning designs that promote adult
learning. Self-determination is a motivational construct that influences how adults learn
in a constructivist-influenced environment. Self-determination factors also influence
adult learners’ readiness to learn, their need to know, and their need to be self-directing
(Hartnett et al., 2011).

Constructivist Approach

The constructivist approach is worthy of investigation by learning leaders and
instructors who are involved with adult learning. This approach is based on the
philosophy that learners should be responsible for constructing their own understanding
by integrating new knowledge with prior knowledge and experiences (Cornelius, Gordon,
& Ackland, 2011).

The research of Piaget, Bruner, Ausubel, Von Glaserfeld, and Vygotsky heavily
influenced constructivist philosophy (Driscoll, 2005). There are two approaches within
constructivism: (a) the cognitive constructivist approach and (b) the social constructivist
approach. Piaget, Bruner, Von Glaserfeld, and Ausubel are associated with the cognitive
constructivist approach, and Vygotksy is associated with the social constructivist
approach (Driscoll, 2005). The cognitive approach is influenced by Piaget’s theory that
individuals’ frame new meaning from information they received based on their previous

experience, without the aid of their peers or teacher (Power & Kalina, 2009). This is in
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contrast to social constructivist views, which are influenced heavily by Vygotsky’s
viewpoint that individuals construct new meaning from their experience and with the
assistance of their social environment (Power & Kalina, 2009).

Social constructivist views are developed around the concept that learners want to
work together collectively to solve problems. Each learner brings his or her own
worldview to the learning environment and gets the opportunity to have this worldview
challenged by others. Learners either verify what they thought they knew as truth or
construct new truths (Lui & Matthews, 2005). These dynamics also allow learners to
interact with each other and engage in the learning environment. The common ground in
both approaches is that the role of teachers is that of facilitators and guides and that
learning must be student focused (Power & Kalina, 2009).

The constructivist theory of instruction was drawn from the perspectives of
researchers in science education, educational psychology, and instructional technology
(Driscoll, 2005). Constructivist learning promotes the type of learning that Knowles
(1977), Kolb (1984), and Senor (2010) suggested would provide instructors with the best
instructional strategies for teaching adult learners. These strategies include (a) ensuring
that the instruction is developed to take into account various learning styles, (b) ensuring
that learning is learner centered, (c) designing learning to support experiential learning,
and (d) designing instruction around learning activities that foster collaboration. Senior
(2010) also noted that constructivist teaching provides learners with an opportunity to not
only engage with each other, but also engage with their total learning environment.

Learners constructed their own knowledge from their engagement with peers, instructors,
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and the learning environment (Gash, 2014). This type of learning is very appropriate for
organizational learning and organizational development. Preparing workers for the 21*
century requires that learners collaborate with each other and know how to network in
order to solve problems and increase productivity (Schrum & Levin, 2009). Further, in
order for organizations to be competitive, productive, and innovative, workers have to
become self-directed learners. Constructivist learning promotes self-directed learning
(Knowles, 1977).

VLEs support constructivist learning by having the capacity to support self-
directed learning and collaborative learning. VLEs can employ social media technology
such as blogs, wikis, online social networking, and video streaming, all of which have the
capacity to allow learners to engage and collaborate with each other (Friedman &
Friedman, 2013). The interaction and engagement that often occur through these types of
delivery tools ultimately lead to the construction of knowledge (Adewale et al., 2012;
Gash, 2014). Gomez and Rodriguez-Marciel (2012) supported the viewpoint presented
by Adewale et al. (2012). Gomez and Rodriguez-Marciel argued that VLEs have the
capacity to support the key processes that are used to develop interactive and
constructivist learning. They also support constructivist learning environments by
providing the capacity for instructors to use various technologies to help learners use
their critical thinking to construct knowledge and to construct new meaning (Sultan,

Woods, & Koo, 2011).



18

Self-Determination Theory (SDT)

Chen and Jang (2010) posited that self-determination theory is most suitable for
addressing motivation in nontraditional classroom situations such as online learning,
web-based learning, and virtual learning. Self-determination theory addresses three
components of an individual’s needs: (a) independence or autonomy, (b) competency,
and (c) feeling of belonging (Cheng & Jang, 2010). There are four factors that must be
considered when discussing self-determination: (a) autonomy, (b) self-regulation, (c)
psychological empowerment, and (d) self-actualization (Wehmeyer & Abery, 2013).
Self-determination theory purports that individuals have a desire to be in a social setting
with each other and have a need to have some sense of control and mastery over their
environment (Hartnett et al., 2011). Self-determination in an individual is influenced by
various internal factors and various external factors (Wehmeyer & Abery, 2013).
Intelligence and mental maturity are among the internal factors that affect self-
determination. Research has shown that there is a significant statistical correlation
between 1Q and self-determination. An individual’s physical and social environments are
external factors that affect self-determination. Research has shown that work settings
that do not empower employees can negatively impact self-determination. Additionally,
the size of an individual workspace can affect self-determination (Wehmeyer & Abery,
2013).

Self-determination theory provides an understanding for learner engagement
(Skinner & Chi, 2012). Engagement is a very important motivational construct. Some

research cites lack of engagement as the chief reason for poor motivation in students.
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The need for social interaction is the driver for engagement. Individuals who embrace
autonomous forms of motivation are learner focused and desire the freedom to control
their own learning (Hartnett et al., 2011). Self-determination theory could help to address
the problems of motivation associated with online learning because the requirements for
successful online learning are constructs of self-determination theory (Chen & Jang,
2010). This theory is the leading theoretical framework for studying motivation in face-
to-face and online learning environments (Hartnett, 2015). When self-determination
theory has been used to study motivation in VLESs, the following factors have been cited

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

Feedback

* Instructor’s role in online discussions

* Choice

* Competence

* Challenge

* Interest

* Relevance

* Collaboration

Heutagogy is a form of self-determined learning that is suggested as an effective
and practical approach to the design of self-determined learning. It is influenced by
andragogy and employs a complete learning approach to improve employees’ learning
capabilities. It also helps learners to transfer knowledge more readily to real-life

problems (Blaschke, 2012). A self-determined learning approach is needed in the
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workplace to assist employees in becoming lifelong learners and to help them to improve
their competencies and capabilities so that they can succeed in the workforce. It is also
useful when using emerging technologies for education and training in organizational
settings (Blaschke, 2012). A self-determined learning approach is one that is learner
centered, allows learners to create and manage their own learning content, and allows
learners to have control over their learning paths. Self-determined learning is also
considered to be active and proactive learning. Learners are involved in their learning
sessions from start to finish (Blaschke, 2012).

Motivation

Although motivation beliefs influence learning outcomes, there is scant research
available on how learners’ motivation impacts their learning environment (Clayton,
Blumberg, & Auld, 2012). Mart (2011) defined motivation as the impetus for getting
students interested in participating in a learning task. The learning activities and
environment must be stimulating in order to get learners to engage in their learning
environment. Because learners have different learning styles and preferences, learning
leaders must develop motivational strategies and plans in order to help improve and
maintain their motivation (Mart, 2011).

Motivational theories help to inform decision-making strategies for the design and
development of motivational strategies and motivational designs for learning and
performance. Motivational designs should be applied to the learning environment,
curriculums, materials, and activities (Keller, 2010). Schrunk et al. (2014) noted that the

“expectancy—value theory of motivation predicted students future choices, engagement,
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persistence and achievement” (p. 47). Understanding this theory could assist
organizations in developing the most suitable training courses for their employees. This
could impact organizational effectiveness in a very positive way (Keller, 2010, p. 47).
Research conducted by Clayton et al. (2012) on motivation could help learning
leaders and teachers develop motivational strategies and motivational designs that could
promote motivation in learners. Clayton et al. explored how motivation impacted
postgraduate students who preferred nontraditional learning environments and blended
learning. Blended learning takes place when online learning and face-to-face classroom
learning are mixed as a learning modality. Qualitative and quantitative surveys were
used to examine how students felt about nontraditional and traditional learning
environments. One hundred and thirty-two students were sent Motivated Strategies for
Learning Questionnaires (MSLQ) created by Pintrich, Smith, Garcia, and McKeachie
(1991). The purposes of the MSLQs were to assess students’ learning strategies and self-
efficacy beliefs about learning in an online environment. Eight items were used in the
MSLQ to measure the confidence students had in their abilities to complete an online
course. Qualitative data were coded to interpret the meaning of learners’ responses on
the questionnaires. The research indicated that if students had low confidence in their
abilities to complete learning in a particular environment, their motivation was also
negative toward the learning environment. This phenomenon was in agreement with the
findings of Salter (2011), who argued that low self-efficacy is highly correlated with low
motivation. Clayton et al. indicated that 73% of all participants preferred face-to-face

classroom learning, 25% preferred blended learning, and 2% preferred online learning.



22

The findings of Clayton et al. revealed that self-efficacy, learning strategies, and
students’ learning objectives had a major impact on their motivation to learn in any
learning environment.

Motivation and learning strategies of learners impact their usage of the various
information and communication technologies in VLEs (Valentin et al., 2013). Clayton,
Blumberg, and Auld (2012) argued that learning styles also had some influence on
learners’ motivation to learn in a nontraditional, blended, or online learning environment.
This supports research by Mohr et al. (2012) that revealed that learning preferences and
learning styles of individuals should be taken into consideration when designing learning
environments in general and when designing VLEs in particular.

Due to the popularity of VLEs, e-learning, online learning, and web-based
learning, learners’ motivation can be impacted positively or negatively depending on
what they have heard or what they believe regarding the effectiveness or usefulness of
these approaches. Holbrugge and Berg (2012) noted that learners have certain
expectations about what type of learning environments they would like to learn in based
on their degree of experience with learning environments and based on their perceptions.
Learners’ perception of the effectiveness of technology in helping them to accomplish
their learning goals has a major impact on their motivation to use technology as a
learning delivery tool in a particular learning environment (Mohr et al., 2012). The
popularity of VLEs, e-learning, online learning, and web based learning has had an

impact on learners’ perceptions and preferences for them as learning environments.
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Hossainy et al. (2012) research on how to design and determined situated learning
environments impact on learners’ motivation indicated that three aspects of motivation
should be examined to determine learning motivation impact on learners: (a) learning
motivation, (b) intrinsic motivation and (c¢) extrinsic motivation. Hossainy et al. research
used questionnaires as their instrument. The questionnaires were given to the participants
before and after the intervention. It asked questions that assessed the level of learning
motivation, intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. The results of the study showed that
intrinsic motivation had the biggest impact on learners’ motivation. The study further
showed that collaborative learning environments, active learning, consistent feedback,
positive learning environments, and contextual learning served as the catalyst that
increased intrinsic motivation. Contextual learning is merely learning that simulates
learning in the real world (Westera, 2011). Kasworm (2011) argued that knowledge and
contextual learning in the workplace drive the world economy. Kasworm further argued
that contextual learning is essential for employees to be able to drive innovation and
productivity.

Mellard, Krieshok, Fall, and Woods’s (2013) research on dispositional factors
affecting motivation during learning in adult basic and secondary programs found that
expectancy and task value had a considerable amount of influence on adults learning
motivation. Mellard et al. noted that motivational theories framed around expectancy and
task value are leading theories in explaining the variables that affect learning motivation
or motivation from a psychological position. Mellard et al.’s research supports McGill &

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

learners exhibited high levels of satisfaction with their learning environments when VLEs
had the appropriate levels of task-technology fit for the learners and the content was
designed for contextual learning. Chan and Kao’s (2012) research on the importance of
learners’ learning motivation for workplace e-learning showed that motivation was
essential for successful learning outcomes in e-learning. This will hold true for learning
with VLEs due to the fact that VLEs supports e-learning by delivering the learning
activities (McGill & Hobbs, 2007). Mayer (2011) had a contrasting view to McGill and
Hobbs on how technology-based learning environments positively influenced learners’
motivation. Mayer argued that technology supported learning environments could
adversely impact learners’ motivation and could adversely impact learners’ completion
rates. The reason for this is that technology supported learning environments cause some
learners to put more stress on themselves when they try to improve their motivation
(Mayer 2011). Chan and Kao argued that learning motivation was the impetus for
learners’ accomplishing their learning objectives. Therefore, any learning program
should consider the impact that motivation has on learners’ performance. Consequently,
motivation was cited as a key reason that online learners had high dropout rates in
academic settings (Hartnett et al., 2011). Instructional design and motivational design are
key components that will have a major impact on learners’ motivation in any learning
environment (Hartnett et al., 2011; Keller, 2010). Learning leaders should make sure that
quality instructional and motivational designs are developed in parallel in an attempt to

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

motivational design influences each other and they influence learning outcomes (Keller,
2010). The ARCS Model created by Keller (2010) addressed motivational, instructional,
and learning environment design. The ARCS Model was based on general motivation
theories but Keller (2010) applied them to a learning context. The model was concerned
with four motivational constructs: (a) attention, (b) relevance, (c) confidence, and (d)
satisfaction. The ARCS Model requires educators and instructors to be responsible for
learners’ motivation. They had to develop learning content, training materials and
learning environments that accomplish the following objectives: (a) get and maintain
learners attention, (b) develop, improve, and sustained the confidence that learners had in
their abilities to learn and perform the learning activities, (c) improve learners satisfaction
for the learning experience and (d) develop learning content, training materials, and
learning environments that was meaningful to the learners (Keller, 2010). Every step in
the instructional process including the learning materials and learning environment
should be evaluated to determine the impact it had on motivation (Keller, 2010). This is
consistent with Hartnett et al.’s viewpoint on the instructors’ role in learners’ motivation.
Hartnett et al. argued that instructors must be very vigilant and keep the lines of
communications open because situations can occur and learners will need them
addressed. This is critical because when problems are not addressed learners can become
less motivated. Attention, relevance, confidence, and satisfaction should be addressed at
each of the five phases of instructional design: (a) analysis, (b) design, (c) development,

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

Educators and learning leaders do not have enough dialogue about motivation
when addressing technology supported learning environments (Mayer, 2011).
Educational technology tools and technology supported learning environments impacted
motivation because they can be customized to allow learners to do activities that elicit
motivation (Mayer, 2011). This is very important because motivation is not static or one
dimensional but highly contextual and multifaceted (Hartnett et al., 2011).

Hartnett et al. (2011) used a qualitative case study to research motivation in
distance learning environments. The data for the research was collected using
questionnaires and interviews. The study indicated that online environments provided
learners with various avenues to increase their motivation. Learners can accomplish this
through their engagements with their learning activities and with their learning
environment. Technology-based learning environments have the capacity to deliver
learning that provides learners with challenge, curiosity, control, and fantasy (Schunk,
Meece, & Pintrich, 2014). Technology-based learning environments can also create a
burden on some learners and teachers who have to use extra cognitive skills to learn the
technology. This could result in learners and instructors being apprehensive about
engaging with the technology. Additionally, instructional time and learning can be
adversely impacted when technical issues occur with the technology (Rodriquez et al.,
2016).

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

promote intrinsic motivation in learners (Schrunk et al., 2014). Therefore, educators
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should highly consider these variables when designing learning activities and learning
environments. The four sources: challenge, curiosity, control, and fantasy introduced by
Schunk et al. (2014) are similar to the ARCS Model introduced by Keller (2010).
Learning activities that are created to provide challenge, curiosity, and fantasy help
learners to maintain attention. Learning activities that are developed to provide learners
with control help students to develop and maintain confidence and self-efficacy. When
learning activities are created with the appropriate degree of challenge it can help
maintain learners attention and provide learners with confidence. The literature on
learning motivation firmly supports the notion that educators should design learning
activities and learning environments with the appropriate characteristics that will promote
motivation. The responsibility for this lies with educators (Keller, 2010). Motivation and
collaboration are also key factors to entertain when using VLEs to educate learners
(Haverila, 2012). VLEs impacts learners’ motivation because of the control they afford
learners in these environments (Sansone et al., 2011). For example, VLEs afforded
learners with the flexibility to interact with their learning content, learning resources,
instructors, and other learners in any manner that they choose. However, there is still a
need for research on how technology influences collaboration and interaction in computer
based learning environments because the outcome from collaboration and interaction
between individuals and groups is not consistent when technologies are used (Blake &
Scanlon, 2013).

Task-Technology Fit

In order for learners to be successful using VLEs the technology has to be able to
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support the learner in accomplishing their learning tasks. The technological make up of a
system can dictate how learners use the system or how they will be motivated to use the
system in the future (Mohr et al., 2012). Learner characteristics and self-efficacy must be
taken into considerations when matching technology characteristics for a learning system.
Both will determine the level of engagement and the satisfaction level that learners will
have with the system (Yu & Yu, 2010). Technology fit exists when there is a match
between the technology and the learner’s characteristics (Yu & Yu, 2010). Learners
obtain optimal performance when the technology fit compliments their learning needs
(Yu & Yu, 2010).

Technological functionalities, technology fit, and perceived usefulness by the
learner influenced their attitudes and perceptions for using technology. All of these
factors can ultimately influenced motivation (Yu & Yu, 2010; Mohr et al., 2012).
Research on perceived usefulness showed that there was a high correlation between
perceived usefulness and utilization (Mohr et al., 2012). When learners had a positive
perception of the usefulness of the technology they were motivated to use the technology
(Mohr et al., 2012). Additionally, when learners were provided with the technology that
fit their learning orientation they were motivated to used it more (Yu & Yu, 2010; Mohr
et al., 2012). The higher the perceived usefulness is for the learner and the greater the
technology match is with the learner the higher the motivation and utilization for the
technology will be. This implies that the more educators know about their learners’
attitudes, learning styles, and preferences, the better inform they would be when making

decisions for the selection and design of educational technology (Mohr et al., 2012). The
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learning environment and delivery platforms for learning have to fulfill the expectations
of learners in order for them to want to engage in the learning environment (Mohr et al.,
2012). This argument supports Mogus et al.’s (2012) research on the technology
acceptance model. The technology acceptance model holds the view that in order for
learners to become motivated to use new technology they must be convinced that the
technology has the capacity to allow them to perform the same tasks that they were
performing using the old technology (Mogus et al., 2012).

Celik and Yesilyurt’s (2013) research used a computer anxiety scale and an
attitude scale to evaluate learners’ attitude toward technology supported learning
environments. Celik and Yesilyurt’s research showed learners’ attitudes and their self-
efficacy toward computer technology affected their usage of technology-supported
environments. Celik and Yesilyurt further explained the importance of teachers’ attitudes
towards using technology. Teachers’ attitudes can impact how they use education
technology to deliver instruction. They need to be able to use the technology and they
must believe that the technology can make a difference to their instructional strategies in
order for them to want to use the technology in their instructional activities (Celik &
Yesilyurt, 2013). McGill and Hobbs (2007) argued that teachers who use technology
supported learning environments to deliver instructional support to their students have
different requirements for task to technology compatibility. This is because teachers and
students have different roles. The research that McGill and Hobbs completed on how
students and instructors who used a VLE perceive the fit between technology and task

showed that teachers scored lower on task technology fit than the students. McGill and
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Hobbs argued that this was a result of instructor tasks and purposes for using the
technology-supported environment being different and more complex than student tasks.

Technology acceptance models are also concerned with an individual’s
perceptions and attitudes towards using technology (Mogus et al., 2012). Mohr et al.’s
research supports Mogus et al.’s argument on learners’ perceptions and attitudes towards
technology. The technology acceptance model theory should be considered when trying
to understand how individuals made their decisions on using educational technology
(Mogus et al., 2012). This view is supported by research that shows that individuals have
various reasons for choosing to use the technology that they use (Yoon & Lim, 2010).
Yoon and Lim noted the following reasons as the main influencers: (a) their perception,
(b) the perception of their peers, and (c) how well they perceived the technology as
fulfilling their needs. These points are important to understand because they could affect
the organization’s decisions as to what modality to use to deliver training.

Penjor (2016) argued five adoption personalities in learners must also be taken
into consideration when rolling out new technologies or upgraded technologies.
Innovators, early adopters, early majority, late majority and laggards are the five adoption
personalities that Penjor were referring too. The five adoption types come from Roger’s
theory of diffusion of Innovation (Rogers, 2003). Roger’s theory is a very popular
framework used for technology adoption (Penjor, 2016). Penjor (2016) research on
VLEs revealed that learners’ motivation to use a VLE was influenced by whether they

were an innovator, early adopter, early majority, late majority or laggard.
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An internal communication plan and a pilot program for the training are two
strategies that could be used to promote positive perceptions and attitudes toward
accepting new technology as a learning tool (Penjor, 2016). Hall and Hord (2011) noted
that the communications plan is very important and is integral to implementing any new
technology in the organization. The communication plan should include a change
management strategy for learners and instructors that address their beliefs, opinions and
current practices. The communication plan should address how the technology will
benefit the training and how that will translate into advantages for the learners
(Reidsema, Cameron, & King, 2013). A pilot study can provide instructors and course
developers with an understanding of how the training was perceived, utilized and how
effective it was. The results of the pilot program could assist educators and course
developers in designing and developing training that could help create a good learner-
technology fit and provide positive learner perceptions (Hall and Hord, 2011). Yu and
Yu (2010) used pilot programs along with surveys and questionnaires in their study on
modeling factors that affect an individual’s utilization. The pilot programs allowed Yu
and Yu to explore how learners interacted with the technology. The surveys and
questionnaires were used to explore learners attitudes and perceptions and the perceive
usefulness for the technology. Yu and Yu’s (2010) study revealed the importance of
good instructional design. This topic will be discussed in the next section.

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

instructional design is important to achieve learner satisfaction and effective outcomes
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regardless of the technology that is used as a delivery platform. Effective instructional
design should drive the development of scenarios and learning activities in virtual
learning environments (Port et al., 2012). A collaborative effort amongst administrators,
instructors, subject matter experts, and instructional designers is needed in order to build
effective instructional design for VLEs (Baghadi, 2011). Instructional design decisions
should be informed by business and learning objectives and by learning theories (Port et
al., 2012). Instructional designers should complete a learner analysis to get an
understanding of the learners’ background (Saxena, 2011). Doing a learner analysis is
critical because individuals have diverse learning preferences and learning orientations
(Devaney et al., 2009, & Jansen et al., 2011). As previously discussed, learning styles
should be an area of interest when performing learner analysis for the instructional
design. A key reason for exploring learning styles is that learners have their preferred
way they would like to learn (Truong, 2016). Additionally, if learners are given the
opportunity they would choose the learning alternatives that allow them to make the
learning connections that they need in order to acquire knowledge (Jansen et al., Mohr et
al., 2011 & Cartas, 2012). Jansen et al. (2011) noted that the learning designs should be
designed with learning affordances that will provide learners with the opportunity to
choose different paths to make learning discoveries. Instructional design should also
include learner evaluations (Port et al., 2012; Saxena, 2011). Pilot programs should also
be developed and employed to evaluate the effectiveness of the learning environment
before it is fully implemented. The pilot program will provide learning leaders the

necessary feedback that they need to ensure that the learning environment will be
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effective and will provide learners with the capacity to meet their learning objectives
(Port et al., 2012).

The roles of the instructors and learners should be an area of emphasis for the
instructional design of VLEs because there is a contrast between those roles in traditional
classrooms and VLEs (Devaney et al., 2009). In order for effective instructional design
of instructional activities in technology-based environments to be accomplished the
integration of content knowledge, pedagogy, and learning technologies are required
(Arinto, 2013). Finally, the instructional design strategy of VLEs should consider how
knowledge is negotiated inside of the learning environment (Devaney et al., 2009). There
are three main areas of concern: (a) knowledge authority which is concern with who
control the knowledge, (b) teaching or instructional approach which is concern with the
instructional strategies, and (c) knowledge approach which is concern with the
instructional objectives (Devaney et al., 2009). These areas of concern are very
influential to the stability of the learning environment and can impact learners’
motivation.

Collaborative Learning

Collaboration is a key factor in constructivist learning. It promotes creativity and
critical thinking in learners. Collaboration allows learners to construct knowledge
through social interaction (Palloff & Pratt, 2005). The overall learning process is more
robust when learners are allowed to collaborate. It is also purported that collaboration

increases learners feeling of connectedness (Palloff & Pratt, 2005).
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Collaboration causes social interaction. This is critical in the learning
environment because social interaction assists individuals in the development of
knowledge creation (Burton & Martin, 2010; Hernandez, 2014). Social interaction also
helps to direct the groups’ actions, thoughts and feelings (Mascolo & Fischer, 2010). In
face-to-face environments social interaction is led by physical presence and continuous
communications (Mascolo & Fischer, 2010). This is not the case in online environments.
In online environments communication is often delayed and learners do not always feel
the sense of presence. To improve collaboration in online environments physical
presence and continuous communication must be established to support social interaction
(Hernandez, 2014). In order for online communication to be effective it should be
designed specifically to the learning content and the goals of the learning objectives. The
communications should provoke social interaction amongst the learners and it should
influence engagement. Learning reaches its goal when it influences learners to construct
and share knowledge and to build social networks in the learning community.
Additionally, when learners change their attitudes and behaviors because of the learning
acquired, the goal of learning has been met. Collaboration is a key component that helps
learners achieve their learning objectives (Ionita & Pastae, 2015).

Collaboration in VLEs needs to be studied in order to determine how to
collaborate effectively due to the fact that the audience is not in the same location
(Burton & Martin, 2010). Burton & Martin’s research indicated that when learners had
the opportunity to collaborate and interact they were able to construct knowledge

creation. Students and teachers benefit from collaboration when collaborative learning is
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evident in learning environments. Therefore, collaborative learning should have a vast
amount of influence on the pedagogical, organizational, and technological design
decisions of a VLE (Hernandez, 2014). Collaboration is not accomplished by technology
along. Just having the technical tools available will not motivate students to collaborate
with each other (Laux, Luse, & Mennecke, 2016). Learners must create a sense of
community and connectedness with each other in order to have the trust, respect,
accountability, and willingness to work together (Laux et al., 2016). VLEs need the
proper tools and collaborative activities in order to facilitate collaboration (Othman &
Othman, 2012). Constant assessment is needed to evaluate the degree of social
interaction between individuals and groups and to evaluate the effectiveness of the
technological tools that are used to facilitate communication between learners and
between instructors and learners (Johannesan, 2013).

The way in which learners use the tools for communication in the VLE should
also be continuously evaluated (Laux et al., 2016). Assessments on how learners use the
technological tools and on the effectiveness of the technological tools in the virtual
learning environment is important so that learning activities will not be created for
students that come across to them as force exercises to drive interaction (Ke & Kwak,
2013). Ke and Kwak’s research revealed that learners who had to multi task between
work, training, family, and other important commitments felt over whelmed by
interactive activities that they felt were not necessary. For example, if learners felt that
they had to post discussion posts for the sake of trying to make the learning interactive

instead of the need to build on the knowledge cons