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Abstract 

 

The continued uncertainty of nursing education pedagogy during a worldwide 

pandemic has brought heightened awareness and preparation to synchronous online 

teaching strategies that bolster student success and engagement.  The identification of 

barriers to effective teaching strategies and techniques that foster student engagement is 

needed in synchronous online learning.  Furthermore, building on past synchronous 

online learning teaching strategies will improve nursing students’ overall success and 

engagement. 

 The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore teaching strategies that 

enhance student engagement with prelicensure undergraduate nursing students in 

synchronous online learning settings in colleges located in the Midwest.  A 

phenomenological approach was used.   Analysis included semi-structured interviews 

with six participants and resulted in the emergence of four themes and sub-themes:  (a) 

course structure; with the sub-themes of communication, classroom management, and 

distractions, (b)  student engagement; with the sub-themes of emotional, behavioral, and 

cognitive, (c) technology; with the sub-themes of faculty barriers and student barriers, 

and (d) online teaching strategies; with the sub-themes of teaching strategies that 

promoted student engagement and teaching strategies that did not promote student 

engagement. 

 This research identifies teaching strategies that cause barriers to student 

engagement in synchronous online learning and would benefit nursing educators.  The 

recommended suggestions should be applied to incorporate into the prelicensure 



ii 

 

undergraduate nursing program to provide preparation and awareness of known teaching 

strategies that promote student engagement. 
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Exploring Prelicensure Undergraduate Nursing Students’ Lived Experiences of Engagement 

in Synchronous Online Learning 

CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

The nursing shortage in the United States is increasing and is expected to intensify as 

the population ages and experiences an increase in illness and prolonged disease processes.  

An estimated one million additional nurses will be needed by the end of 2020 (Haddad et al., 

2020; Sinacori, 2020).  The nursing profession faces shortages due to high nursing turnover 

and a lack of potential nurse educators (Haddad et al., 2020).  Nursing college programs 

suffered a tremendous overhaul due to the worldwide coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) 

pandemic beginning in March 2020.  Nurse educators were scrambling to provide meaningful 

and equally rigorous nursing education to thousands of prelicensure nursing students.  

Although nursing programs have since resumed in-person lecture courses, online learning has 

become a mainstay in most nursing programs across the world.  Nursing educators found that 

the flexibility of online learning improved student outcomes (Haddad et al., 2020) and 

assisted with promoting continued nursing education in an alternative format (Morin, 2020).  

The ability to effectively educate future nurses by online learning strengthens nursing student 

knowledge and assists with solving the projected nursing shortage by increasing access to 

education.   

 Online learning has two vastly different techniques for pedagogy:  asynchronous and 

synchronous learning.  Understanding how a prelicensure nursing student learns and 

continues to be engaged during synchronous online learning is crucial for the success of the 

student and the nursing program.   
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Background and Rationale 

Online learning is becoming a common practice in nursing programs.  Nursing 

shortages, convenience, time, distance, limited classroom space, and the current pandemic are 

factors that have increased the use of online learning in prelicensure nursing programs.  With 

nursing courses moving to an online format, gauging student engagement has become critical 

in determining nursing students’ motivation to learn the educational content.  Nursing faculty 

produced more online interactive course content to provide a rich online learning 

environment for nursing students to succeed in theory courses during the pandemic.  As 

nursing programs reverted to in-person theory courses, educators found that some nursing 

theory courses were beneficial to the student in an online format.  Offering a synchronous 

online nursing theory course became an option for nursing students looking for a more 

flexible approach to attending an undergraduate nursing program.   

Two main types of online pedagogy include asynchronous online learning and 

synchronous online learning.  Previous research focused more on asynchronous online 

learning and the effects of student engagement.  This study focused on synchronous online 

learning and how nursing students experienced engagement through synchronous online 

teaching strategies. 

Synchronous online learning was a term that was applied to various forms of digital, 

televisual, and online learning in which students learn from instructors or peers in real-time, 

but not in person. Examples of synchronous online learning are educational video 

conferences, real-time online educational games, interactive webinars, chat-based online 

discussions, and broadcast live lectures (Marshall & Kostka, 2020).  Compared to 
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asynchronous online learning, synchronous online learning allows students to interact with 

faculty and peers in a real-time online atmosphere.  

Asynchronous online learning was a term that was applied to various forms of digital, 

televisual, and online learning in which students learn on their own, in different locations, 

and non-concurrently.  Examples of asynchronous online learning were individual discussion 

boards, viewing pre-recorded lecture videos or demonstrations, and performing reading and 

writing independently (Dos Santos & Cechinel, 2019).  Compared with synchronous online 

learning, asynchronous online learning allows students the flexibility to work individually 

and at their own pace.   

Historically, nursing faculty have questioned students' engagement in a face-to-face 

classroom environment.  However, when educating nursing students through an online 

environment, nursing faculty were equally, if not more, concerned about the realities of 

engaging students.  Student engagement is a critical factor in successful synchronous online 

learning.  Student engagement could increase the opportunities for a positive experience in 

nursing school (Sanderson et al., 2020).  Connecting with students and assisting students in 

connecting with others initiated a definite correlation in student engagement in synchronous 

online learning.  Francescucci and Rohani (2019) compared asynchronous online learning 

with synchronous online learning and found that synchronous online learning provided 

students with a feeling of connection to faculty and other students.  Furthermore, engagement 

was increased when the student collaborated and interacted during the synchronous online 

learning process.  Interactive synchronous online classrooms promoted a shared and inclusive 

learning environment.   
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Providing high-quality nursing education and increased student success, it was 

essential for nursing faculty to know how nursing students learn and remain engaged during 

synchronous online learning.  Teaching strategies differ in asynchronous and synchronous 

online learning environments.  Exploring the nursing student experiences during a 

synchronous online learning nursing course would assist nursing faculty to discover and 

modify current teaching strategies that enhanced engagement during synchronous online 

learning.   

Problem Statement 

 Though student engagement has been explored in face-to-face, asynchronous, and 

hybrid learning environments, the research is limited to how students remain engaged in the 

synchronous online environment.  Learning how students learn and remain engaged during 

synchronous online nursing theory courses would provide nursing faculty with greater 

knowledge for the teaching strategies and proficient preparations needed.  The utilization of 

teaching strategies that increased student engagement during synchronous online learning 

would increase the nursing students' overall success in prelicensure nursing programs.  

Purpose of the Study 

Using a phenomenological research design, the purpose of this qualitative study was 

to explore teaching strategies that enhanced student engagement with prelicensure 

undergraduate nursing students in synchronous online learning settings in colleges located in 

the Midwest. 
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Research Questions or Aims  

 The central question of this research study was, “How do prelicensure undergraduate 

nursing students studying in the Midwest engage during online synchronous classes?”  Four 

sub-questions related to the central question were delineated:  

1. What are the engagement experiences of prelicensure undergraduate 

nursing students in synchronous online learning?  

2. What teaching strategies promote engagement in online synchronous 

classes? 

3. What barriers do prelicensure undergraduate nursing students face in 

remaining engaged in learning during online synchronous classes? 

4. How do prelicensure undergraduate nursing students apply past learning 

techniques as a building block to engaging in synchronous online learning? 

Assumptions 

 The following were assumptions to this study:   

1. Participants would be honest about attending a synchronous online 

learning nursing course during the past two years. 

2. Experiences of prelicensure nursing students are unique to those college 

students enrolled in other academic majors due to the application of 

nursing theory and its clinical, educational experiences. 

3. Participants would share teaching strategies experienced that enhanced 

their engagement during synchronous online learning. 

Delimitations 

The researcher implemented the following constraints to this study: 



 

6 

 

1. Because not all nursing programs offer synchronous online learning 

courses, this study is limited to nursing programs that have provided a 

synchronous online learning course within the past two years. 

2. This study was limited to the colleges and universities in the Midwest 

region of the United States. 

3. Only prelicensure nursing students would be included in this study, as a 

graduate or baccalaureate-completion student experiences may differ. 

Definition of Terms 

This study utilized the following operational definitions: 

Online Learning 

The definition of online learning was identified as learning supported using 

communication technology and information (Bramer, 2020).  Choe et al. (2019) stated that 

online learning differs from face-to-face learning by two main concepts: presentation and 

implementation methods.  Online teaching was fundamentally distinct from teaching face-to-

face.  Educators who teach in an online learning format would need to develop effective 

teaching techniques to enhance student engagement.  Implementation methods included 

creating an environment for success when online teaching was used.  A different approach, 

including technology, student engagement, and content design, was needed to implement 

teaching techniques that met outcomes during online learning (Choe et al., 2019). 

Asynchronous Online Learning 

Asynchronous online learning was defined as education, instruction, and learning that 

does not occur in the same place or simultaneously in an online platform (Claman, 2015). 
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Synchronous Online Learning 

Synchronous online learning described forms of education, instruction, and 

understanding that occurred simultaneously but not in the same place in an online platform 

(Ward et al., 2010). 

Student Engagement 

Student engagement was defined as the level at which a student holds optimism, a 

degree of attention, curiosity, and passion for a specific academic course.  This definition 

included increased academic involvement, involvement with student peer groups, and faculty 

involvement (Buelow et al., 2018).   

Online Teaching Strategies 

Teaching strategies were defined as techniques to promote classroom learning and 

online formative assessment tools that provided meaningful interaction between students and 

faculty (Haugen & Metcalf, 2019).  These formative assessment tools were typically 

completed as an activity that promoted learning and was intended to assist understanding of 

the course content. 

Midwest 

 Midwest was defined as a region of the north-central United States surrounding the 

Great Lakes and the upper Mississippi Valley.  These states included Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, 

Michigan, Wisconsin, Minnesota, Iowa, Missouri, Kansas, and Nebraska (Merriam-Webster, 

n.d.).    

Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework used for this study was Constructivist Learning Theory.  

Constructivism is a philosophical and psychological viewpoint in which students build on 



 

8 

 

past learning experiences and applied to what they are learning currently (Harasim, 2017). 

Constructivism Theory was first introduced in the United States in the 1970s and is now 

considered one of the Grand Teaching and Learning theories.  The Constructivist Learning 

Theory speculated that students would reflect on how their unique learning experiences 

affected their knowledge and understanding of the educational world.  (Harasim, 2017).  

Essentially, students used their previous knowledge to build on that foundation with new 

knowledge learned.   

The Constructivist Theory of Learning addressed implications of Constructivism and 

its relation to online learning pedagogy.  This pedagogy centered around synchronous online 

learning and how the student learns.  When the constructivist theory was applied to online 

learning, students formulated ideas to incorporate it as an essential aspect of their learning 

process.  Using the Constructivist Learning Theory as the theoretical framework for this 

study, the researcher expected to learn more about how Constructivism impacts student 

engagement in the online synchronous classroom environment while students are building on 

prior knowledge to enhance engagement in synchronous online learning.   

Significance of the Study 

This study sought to investigate a foundational understanding of the teaching 

strategies and techniques that promoted student engagement in synchronous online learning.  

Exploring prelicensure nursing students' experiences and the teaching strategies that 

promoted student engagement in a synchronous online learning environment would inform 

nursing faculty of methods for nursing college curricula, programs, and learners.  It was 

critical to be prepared to offer meaningful, well-thought-out synchronous online instruction 

that promoted student learning in the event that nursing schools were forced to revert to 
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online learning in the future.  While many nursing courses that were being pushed into an 

online format during the initial pandemic threat have returned to face-to-face instruction, 

further insight to be gained by this research included determining whether prelicensure 

nursing programs could offer courses in an online format to expand nursing education 

programs.  The findings of this study would assist the nursing educator in becoming aware of 

the systems, interactions, and support needed to potentiate influence on students' motivation 

for learning synchronously online. 
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CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction   

Nursing programs across the world utilized online learning as an effective way of 

educating students.  There are multiple reasons for a nursing program to turn to online 

learning.  Limited classroom space, nursing faculty shortages, and a lack of clinical sites are 

key reasons that have driven the move towards online learning (Britt, 2006; Gaston & Lynch, 

2018; Soffer & Nachmias, 2017).  Online learning was a valuable tool that promoted access 

to nursing students and education.  In a study by Hensley et al. (2020), innovative online 

learning improved student engagement, critical thinking, decision-making skills, and 

increased student satisfaction.  When providing a nontraditional approach to learning, nursing 

students could attend an online learning nursing program, which provided flexibility, greater 

access, and convenience (Buelow et al., 2018).   

Online learning could reach students with limited access to higher education due to 

geographic, socioeconomic, educational, financial, and personal barriers (Britt, 2006; Flowers 

et al., 2012; Hansen & Reich, 2015; Willging & Johnson, 2009).   In March 2020, 

prelicensure nursing programs had balanced out the need to offer a safe approach to learning 

by moving nursing courses online during the COVID-19 pandemic.  Nurse educators 

provided theory courses online for the continuation of nursing education during the 

pandemic.  In the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic, nursing schools began to bring 

nursing theory courses back to face-to-face instruction.  Nurse educators realized that some 

nursing theory content could be supplied via an online learning format.  Thus, synchronous 

online learning courses continued in some nursing programs to provide flexibility and 

convenience.   
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The literature review began by seeking definitions and historical accounts of online 

learning.  Key advantages and disadvantages of online learning were identified, and online 

learning preference was determined.  Two main types of online learning were discovered.  

The two kinds of online learning were synchronous and asynchronous online learning with 

key sub-themes of (a) student engagement and (b) teaching strategies.  These themes were 

identified in both types of online learning and were discussed thoroughly.  The theoretical 

framework was identified, defined, and reviewed.   

Online Learning Definition 

Online learning was defined as education, instruction, and learning using an online 

platform (Bramer, 2020).  Choe et al. (2019) described online learning as implementing 

different techniques that differ from face-to-face learning.  Developing new lesson plans and 

application methods was a requirement for successful online learning.  Other key terms that 

online learning referred to were e-learning, Web-based learning, distance learning, and 

cyberlearning.  The literature review described a variety of formats that online learning could 

be offered.  Sit et al. (2005) identified Web-based subjects, audio or video conferencing, and 

self-instructional packages as acceptable online learning formats.    

Historical Overview of Online Learning 

 Traditional learning in higher education has been characterized as in-class learning or 

face-to-face learning.  In the late 1900s, remote or distance learning became an effective 

learning method in higher education (Online Schools, 2020).  As web-based technology and 

the internet improved, online learning became a pillar of higher education.  The popularity of 

online learning has also gradually increased in higher education.  In 2016, 32% of all higher 

education students attended one online learning course (Francescucci & Rohani, 2019).  
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While online learning began to dominate higher education learning, studies stated that online 

learning was fundamentally different than face-to-face instruction (Choe et al., 2019; 

Johnston et al., 2005; Mayer, 2014).  Some of these differences included instructors 

developing new lesson planning skills to decrease the cognitive load for students attending 

online courses (Choe et al., 2019).  Another difference was the environment in which 

students were learning.  Faculty were able to control the environment when educating via a 

face-to-face classroom.  This was not true during online learning, in which faculty had 

marginal control to prevent such things as interruptions, technology glitches, and distractions.  

In an article by Claywell et al. (2016), online education for nursing students began 

with nurses with an associate degree background looking to expand their education to that of 

a nursing baccalaureate.  Online nursing courses were developed when the push for 

Registered Nurse to Bachelor of Science in Nursing and Master of Science in Nursing 

programs were in high demand.  The convenience of an online nursing degree program to 

accommodate a working nurse’s schedule was welcome in furthering their education 

(Claywell et al., 2016).  Online nursing courses were developed to assist the working nurse in 

achieving higher education nursing degrees mandated by employers, fulfill nursing 

excellence and leadership recognition requirements, and have a professional desire to 

advance their nursing degrees (Claywell et al., 2016).    

 Historically speaking, a key concept in the progression of online learning included the 

development of an online learning environment comparable to a face-to-face learning 

environment.  In a study performed by Ward et al. (2010), students felt that the faculty-

student and student-student interactions were equivalent to face-to-face instruction.  The 

ability to converse with the educator and their peers during the online course impacted how 
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students learned and were successful in an online learning environment.  As online learning 

pedagogy progressed, educators with asynchronous online learning classrooms advanced to 

synchronous online learning classrooms.  As discovered by multiple researchers, students in 

higher education preferred synchronous online learning over asynchronous online learning 

(Dos Santos & Cechinel, 2019; Serrano et al., 2019; Ward et al., 2010).       

Online Learning Advantages   

The review of literature proposed many views on the effectiveness of online learning.  

There were many reported advantages to online learning.  Several authors have described 

multiple resources that could be added to the online classroom.  Choe et al. (2019) stated that 

educational institutions could accommodate more students in a limited physical space by 

utilizing online learning.  Britt (2006) reported that online learning provided quality 

education without being on a college campus.  Francescussi & Rohani (2019) discussed the 

flexibility in which students may learn in terms of convenience, participation, and 

customization to learners’ needs.  Sit et al. (2005) provided concepts that overcame 

drawbacks when learning online.  These concepts included the tractability of using technical 

resources to combat time and space scheduling problems and the convenience of providing 

educational information in an adaptable online learning format.  Sit et al. (2005) found that 

two popular online learning resources included external links to Websites and online 

discussion boards.  These resources were found to bolster interaction between students and 

faculty.  In a study by Nortvig et al. (2018), it was discovered that online learning, with 

access to a computer, allowed the freedom to complete course work at any time from any 

location.   
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Many advantages to online learning were found in the review of literature that 

benefited student learning.  Students reported an improved understanding of the course 

structure, better communication with faculty, and increased engagement and student 

satisfaction than face-to-face courses.  Additionally, students stated that they were more apt 

to view online videos and activities rather than if they were in a face-to-face course (Soffer & 

Nachmias, 2017). 

Online Learning Disadvantages   

The review of the literature revealed the disadvantages of online learning for students.  

Bender et al., 2010 found that students experienced drawbacks to online learning due to lack 

of online technological experience. Sit et al. (2005) discussed the disadvantages of online 

learning, including the accessibility and affordability of online learning technology.  A key 

factor that impacted student online learning included up-to-date computer proficiency and the 

stability and speed of the internet connection (Sit et al., 2005).   

Another disadvantage to online learning included the type of student learning.  Thai et 

al. (2020) deduced that students have different learning styles, and faculty should consider 

how students learn.  Some learning styles may be skewed in an online learning environment.  

Furthermore, some student learning factors that are not well controlled in an online learning 

environment are sharing ideas, dealing with differences and similarities, dealing with 

different interpretations and representations, and student involvement (Thai et al., 2020).   

Additional disadvantages of online learning for students were the lack of student 

involvement, the lack of depth of the discussion, and the faculty's lack of emotional support 

(Britt, 2006; Francescucci & Rohani, 2019).  Britt (2006) mentioned that procrastination by 

the student could place the student behind in the online learning environment, and 
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accountability to complete assignments would, therefore, be a critical step for success in 

online learning.  The lack of instructor interaction could result in the misunderstanding of 

crucial information by the student and impact their performance in the online learning 

environment, including the ability to ask clarifying questions (Britt, 2006).  Additionally, 

administering quizzes and exams through online learning posed a challenge.  Maintaining 

academic integrity during online testing was imperative to ensure that students met the course 

outcomes and progressed somewhat.   Learning management systems were implemented to 

monitor students during exams and quizzes, alleviating test security and academic integrity 

(Haugen & Metcalf, 2019).    

The review of literature identified that the disadvantages to online learning for faculty 

should be noted.  Multiple research studies reported that designing and implementing online 

courses required technology and online course design expertise. Inexperienced faculty were 

observed as having difficulty with the technological aspect of online learning.  Furthermore, 

formatting an online course took a considerable amount of time and effort from the faculty.  

Soffer and Nachmias (2018) reported that online courses could take twice as much time to 

prepare as a face-to-face course. 

While providing the technological aspect of preparing an online learning course, 

faculty workload was impacted by an increase in email.  Email from students expressing 

miscommunication and clarification from confusing online learning activities inundated 

faculty email.  According to Sit et al. (2005), faculty must promptly respond to a student 

email to prevent miscommunication and answer student questions.  Britt (2006) found that 

student-faculty email increased with online learning and had the potential to add an extra 

three to four hours per week of faculty work.  
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Conclusion of Advantages and Disadvantages 

In conclusion, online learning has expanded and improved throughout history.  Many 

factors were identified about the growth of online learning and the services which it offers.  

Multiple advantages and disadvantages to online learning were recognized and mentioned.  

These advantages and disadvantages were applied to students as well as faculty. 

Types of Online Learning 

 The literature found two main types of online learning in higher education.  The two 

types of online learning were asynchronous and synchronous learning.  Although the two 

types of online learning had been thoroughly evaluated for the usefulness and influence of 

communication modalities in online learning courses, Dos Santos and Cechinel (2019) found 

that different types of online learning had a remarkable impact on the effective teaching-

learning process.  The authors examined differences in student achievement related to using a 

synchronous versus an asynchronous online learning platform and found that students prefer 

the synchronous over the asynchronous online learning platform (Dos Santos & Cechinel, 

2019).   

Asynchronous Online Learning 

 Asynchronous online learning describes forms of education, instruction, and learning 

that do not occur in the same place or simultaneously (Claman, 2015). This definition was 

used to describe various forms of digital and online learning. Students learned from 

instruction that included prerecorded video theory lessons or game-based learning 

assignments completed independently.  The traditional face-to-face classroom no longer 

occurred.  Asynchronous learning also encompassed other instructional interactions, 

including email exchanges between teachers, online discussion boards, and course-



 

17 

 

management systems that organized instructional materials and correspondence (Choe et al., 

2019).  Some noted advantages to asynchronous online learning included self-paced learning, 

flexibility, and increased critical thinking with the ability to spend extra time on a response 

(Dos Santos & Cechinel, 2019).  Disadvantages to asynchronous online learning included the 

inability to communicate with faculty and peers in real-time, the need to create a more 

collaborative environment between faculty and peers, and the inability to express oneself 

during problem-solving discussions (Dos Santos & Cechinel, 2019). 

Synchronous Online Learning 

 Synchronous online learning is defined as a general term to describe forms of 

education, instruction, and understanding that occur simultaneously but not in the same place 

(Ward et al., 2010). The term was applied to various forms of digital, televisual, and online 

learning in which students learned from instructors or peers in real-time, but not in person. 

Some examples of synchronous online learning are educational video conferences, real-time 

online educational games, interactive webinars, chat-based online discussions, and broadcast 

lectures while they are delivered (Marshall & Kostka, 2020).   

Synchronous learning involves faculty and students interacting directly and providing 

feedback via online learning (Francescucci & Rohani, 2019).  Synchronous online learning 

fostered a dialogue between faculty and students in real-time.  This led to questions being 

explored and answered, allowing for students and faculty to interact and avoid the frustration 

of miscommunication (Dos Santos & Cechinel, 2019; Francescucci & Rohani, 2019).  In a 

study by Marshall and Kostka (2020), synchronous online learning techniques in higher 

education included using a face-to-face, real-time classroom session.  These sessions were 

recorded and saved to review the synchronous online courses: these courses utilized online 
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whiteboards and breakout rooms to encourage student-to-student communication and 

learning.  Marshall & Kostka (2020) identified disadvantages that included technology issues.  

Some students could not join the synchronous class due to internet or computer problems.  

The results solidified that students were successful and had a higher degree of learning when 

joining a synchronous online learning course face-to-face and in real-time (Marshall & 

Kostka, 2020).   

Student Engagement 

Student engagement is defined as the level at which a student holds optimism, a 

degree of attention, curiosity, and passion for a specific academic course.  This definition 

included an increased academic involvement by the student, involvement with student peer 

groups, and increased faculty involvement with the student (Buelow et al., 2018).  Student 

engagement was an essential factor for student satisfaction and course completion (Buelow et 

al., 2018).  Kuchinski-Donnelly and Krause (2020) stated that student engagement predicted 

a higher level of academic achievement, productivity, and student retention.  Engagement is 

depicted as a multidimensional structure that includes cognitive, emotional, and behavioral 

factors (Kuchinski-Donnell & Krause, 2020; Childs, 2021).  Figure1 demonstrated how the 

three multidimensional constructs worked together to illicit predictors of positive student 

engagement.  
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Figure 1 

Virtual Student Engagement Framework 

                            

                                                                                                              (Childs, 2021) 

Childs (2021) discussed student engagement in the virtual classroom.  The 

development of key components to each type of student engagement assisted with identifying 

whether the student was engaged or not in the online learning environment.  In examining 

these components, Childs (2021) could determine if students were engaged and learning at 

their highest capability.  According to Childs (2021), the components were defined as 

follows: 

Emotional Engagement   

A set of critical attitudes to growth and learning represented emotional engagement.  

Students who felt a powerful sense of belonging were emotionally engaged among their peers 
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and faculty.  Key components to emotional engagement were learning communities, strong 

relationships, and a developed growth mindset (Childs, 2021). 

Behavioral Engagement   

This type of engagement referred to students’ efforts and participation in completing 

course assignments and tasks.  Key components to behavioral engagement were collaborating 

with others, restorative practices, and class norms (Childs, 2021). 

Cognitive Engagement   

Cognitive engagement assisted students in connecting to the material when they were 

learning actively.  Actively relating to material included three key concepts:  higher-order 

questioning, teachable learning strategies, and authentic learning experiences (Childs, 2021). 

Childs (2021) found that faculty could determine the success of particular teaching 

strategies by applying the factors associated with each type of the three forms of student 

engagement to student learners.  If a teaching strategy failed to encompass one or more 

determining factors, student engagement was lower.  Likewise, the more factors incorporated 

in a teaching strategy, the more likely the strategy would engage the student.  

Engagement measured in an asynchronous online learning environment was related to 

the effort and time devoted to the academic experience (Ma et al., 2015).  A higher teaching 

strategy and intellectual accomplishment had a meaningful relationship between engagement 

and online learning (Hew, 2016; Romero et al., 2013; Soffer & Cohen, 2019). Substantial 

institutional support and commitment were imperative for a successful asynchronous online 

learning course.  Invested time by dedicated faculty, training, ongoing technical support, 

added online resources and perseverance, improved asynchronous online learning, and 

student engagement (Stone & Springer, 2019).    
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Soffer and Cohen (2019) found that students' poor self-regulation and low 

engagement led to an increased attrition rate in an asynchronous online learning setting.  

Student engagement was decreased in an asynchronous online learning format due to a lack 

of faculty-student interaction and interest in the program or material (Bollinger & Martin, 

2018; Buelow et al., 2018).  Faculty feedback that was untimely and lacked an in-depth 

explanation were factors that contributed to a deficiency in student engagement (Buelow et 

al., 2018; Dixson, 2015).  Further research discovered that faculty's lack of clear expectations 

and mismanagement of online discussion monitoring resulted in students feeling 

disconnected and low student engagement (Choe et al., 2019). 

Research studies that identified student engagement in synchronous online learning 

environments were sparse.  Simply deducing that an online learning environment that is 

compared to a face-to-face, real-time learning environment suggests that student engagement 

would be increased. In a study by Flynn-Wilson and Reynolds (2021), synchronous online 

courses were meant to attempt to mirror a traditional, face-to-face classroom experience by 

promoting a sense of community and engagement.  Providing group discussions in real-time, 

the ability to share the screen by the faculty and student, and the allowance of more students 

who could access the classroom simultaneously were contributing factors to an increase in 

student engagement during synchronous online learning (Flynn-Wilson & Reynolds, 2021).   

Online Teaching Strategies  

There were many asynchronous online learning strategies discovered in the review of 

the literature.  Some of these learning strategies were discussion boards, pre-made lecture 

videos that can be viewed at the student leisure, Flipgrid videos – where students can 

respond, via video, to a peer's video discussion post, handouts, and pre-recorded presentations 
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(Claman, 2015; Costley, 2016).  While these teaching strategies were effective during an 

asynchronous online learning course, student engagement could not be proven effective in the 

synchronous setting (Claman, 2015).  Asynchronous online learning strategies that were 

ineffective included poor video lecture quality, unclear instructions, and lecture videos that 

were longer than fifteen minutes. 

   Technology played a vital role in offering effective learning strategies.  Poor teaching 

strategies that involved technology were identified as strategies that lacked interaction 

between faculty or peers.  However, faculty presence was not firmly attributed to 

asynchronous online learning and student success (Claman, 2015).  Some interaction methods 

increased student engagement in the asynchronous online learning environment.  

Asynchronous online learning offered a form of online learning that promoted student 

engagement and satisfaction.   

 Variety in synchronous online courses was important.  Karaaslan et al. (2018) 

discussed that variety assisted with offering online learning with different techniques to 

increase engagement and academic success.  A variety in online learning promoted curiosity, 

challenge, competition and proved effective in encouraging student attention and focus 

(Karaaslan et al., 2018).  Watson et al. (2017) reiterated the significance of offering variety in 

the synchronous online course.  The use of several means of instruction assisted students in 

learning course objectives and increasing engagement.    

  According to the review of the literature, there were several synchronous online 

learning strategies noted.  Formative assessment was used to measure student learning in the 

synchronous online learning environment and was completed during the online learning 

activity.  According to Haugen and Metcalf (2019), synchronous online courses required a 
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distinct level of group collaboration and meaningful interaction that promoted effective 

formative assessment.  The following teaching strategies were identified by applying 

effective formative assessment tools to synchronous online learning in the review of 

literature: 

Discussion forums   

Discussion forums were classified into asynchronous discussion forums and 

synchronous discussion forums.  An increasingly popular form of the synchronous discussion 

forum was via Zoom or Webex.  Students could be placed into video-based breakout rooms 

to discuss a particular topic through Zoom or Webex.  According to Saltz and Heckman 

(2020), video-based breakout rooms provided collaborative learning benefits.  To provide an 

active learning environment through video-based breakout rooms, faculty would need to 

provide an effective classroom structure for teamwork (Forman, 2018; Saltz & Heckman, 

2020).  Utilizing a paired programming approach or structured paired activity during 

breakout room sessions improved team coordination and enhanced productivity (Saltz & 

Heckman, 2020).  In an article by Tibi (2018), students were asked whether a structured or 

unstructured discussion forum increased student satisfaction and student engagement.  The 

findings indicated that students preferred a structured discussion forum citing that 

organization and structure, real-time interaction between other students and faculty, and real-

time faculty and peer feedback enhanced the synchronous discussion forum (Soffer & Cohen, 

2019; Tibi, 2018).  It should be noted that Sharoff (2019) observed that discussion groups of 

5-7 students proved the best for an effective, purposeful peer discussion, while groups larger 

than 7 demonstrated more difficulty for both students and educators to engage in the 
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discussion.  Sharoff (2019) also observed that the less interactive student in a face-to-face 

discussion became more interactive in the synchronous online discussion forum.   

Social Media   

Utilizing social media during synchronous online learning could benefit students and 

faculty.  According to Bozkurt et al. (2017), social networking sites provided support in 

forming virtual communities that enabled students to communicate, connect, collaborate, and 

interact in an online format.  Social networking sites allowed for flexibility and freedom for 

students and faculty, which increased student satisfaction and engagement in a synchronous 

online learning environment.  Providing weekly resources such as web links, video links, and 

photos encouraged student interaction and proposed depth to the weekly learning objectives 

(Sharoff, 2019).  Social networking sites listed as most popular involved Facebook, 

YouTube, SnapChat, and Instagram (Bozkurt et al., 2017).  In Chunta et al. (2020), nurse 

educators used blogs to foster student engagement in a synchronous online learning 

environment.  While providing a way to respond to a learning objective through technology, 

nursing students were engaged and provided input into student learning.  In this same article 

by Chunta et al. (2020), the nursing instructors utilized social media such as Twitter and 

Snapchat to increase student engagement and satisfaction in synchronous online learning.  

Students felt comfortable using technology to engage in synchronous online discussions. 

Facebook has become a format for incorporating learning outcomes and student 

engagement in synchronous online environments.  According to Al-Dheleai et al. (2017), 

students viewed social networking sites, such as Facebook, as a positive learning platform.  

The faculty utilized the Facebook groups as a means to interact with students.  Facebook 

groups did not require that students and faculty become "friends," thus ensuring each other's 
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privacy.  Utilizing a Facebook group in a synchronous online course promoted meaningful 

discussions regarding course content between faculty and peers.  Students found that this 

format increased student satisfaction and engagement (Al-Dheleai et al., 2017).  Davidovitch 

and Belichenko (2018) determined that a strong correlation existed between student 

satisfaction and collaborative Facebook learning groups.  Student interaction in a Facebook 

group proved to assist students in sharing educational materials, mutual assistance, 

meaningful interactions, and building a sense of community.  Davidovitch and Belichenko 

(2018) ascertained that these concepts increased student satisfaction and engagement in a 

synchronous online learning environment.   

Online Videos  

 Providing students with the opportunity to collaborate through online video projects 

encouraged student engagement.  Watson et al. (2017) discussed that by employing the 

campus learning management system (LMS), students could post works-in-progress and 

gather feedback from peers and faculty to improve understanding of course learning 

objectives.   Another way to incorporate online videos into a synchronous online learning 

environment was through short video lessons.  Chunta et al. (2020) described that multimedia 

microlessons assisted with capturing attention spans and capitalized on technology while 

providing course objectives.  YouTube videos were a method for students reporting that they 

prefer to view the course content.  In the study by Chunta et al. (2020), nursing educators 

reported that student engagement and satisfaction increased with implementing YouTube 

videos into their course content.  Short videos followed by guided questions stimulated 

student engagement and learning (Chunta et al., 2020).   
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Virtual Classrooms   

Synchronous online learning classrooms utilized a real-time video classroom in Zoom 

or WebEx.  These virtual classrooms enabled faculty and students to interact in real-time.  In 

Watson et al. (2017), a critical factor in determining student satisfaction in a virtual 

classroom included point-in-time discussions.  Students expressed that the opportunity to 

exchange and articulate ideas, receive feedback from peers and faculty, and clarify or review 

course content led to increased student engagement and satisfaction (Watson et al., 2017). 

Engaging students by an audience response system could increase student engagement 

and satisfaction during a synchronous virtual classroom.  Audience response systems 

involved online polling activities, such as self-assessments and pretesting, of course, subject 

matter.  A popular form of audience response systems learning was the online gaming system 

referred to as Kahoot!  Kahoot! provided an online version of quizzes in which the student is 

interactive in a synchronous online learning environment.  Kahoot! could be played 

simultaneously on any computer device with an online cohort.  Nurse educators determined a 

student's baseline and integrated successful online learning techniques (Chunta et al., 2020).  

Twitter polls and real-time polls available on synchronous class video encouraged interaction 

between students and faculty and increased student engagement (Chunta et al., 2020).  

Other Technologies  

Using several means of online synchronous learning assisted students with achieving 

learning objectives and increased student engagement.  Utilizing mixed media and multiple 

teaching formats increased student satisfaction in the synchronous online learning 

environment.  One suggestion by Watson et al. (2017) included using podcasts during 

synchronous online learning.  Students expressed that providing a podcast and synchronous 
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video chat enabled ideas and discussion of learning objectives (Watson et al., 2017).  In a 

study by Chunta et al. (2020), students must listen to a podcast and participate in community-

based outreach activities. The podcast content was incorporated into the activity.  Podcasts 

can be a technique in which integrating information into an assigned podcast can lead to 

online discussions and team-building activities (Chunta et al., 2020).  

Another type of synchronous online learning technology was digital escape rooms. 

Digital escape rooms were displayed on a Google site and had hidden puzzles in the 

background.  Students participated by submitting their puzzle solutions in a Google Form that 

required correct answers to proceed and complete the digital escape room.  In a study by 

Neumann et al. (2020), digital escape rooms were examined in both the asynchronous and 

synchronous learning formats.  The faculty delivered the instructions via a videoconferencing 

meeting for the synchronous approach.  Students were placed in breakout rooms to solve the 

puzzles and then met together synchronously, as a class, to discuss the activity.  The results 

supported the research that digital escape rooms could be taught successfully in a 

synchronous online environment.  Saltz and Heckman (2020) noted that incorporating an 

"escape room" narrative to a breakout room combined students' higher level of engagement 

and provided a clear problem-based structure.   

Digital game-based learning could serve as an additional form of synchronous online 

learning.  In an article by Karaaslan et al. (2018), digital game-based learning was associated 

with a series of learning outcomes that reflected engagement and knowledge acquisition.  

Digital game-based learning formats included Quizlet, Nerpod, Powtoon, and YouTube 

(Karaaslan et al., 2018).  Digital game-based learning formats provided an opportunity for an 
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improved pedagogical experience and had improved student satisfaction and student 

engagement (Holbrey, 2020; Karaaslan et al., 2018). 

The review of the literature identified advantages and disadvantages to the discovered 

types of synchronous online teaching strategies.  The main disadvantages included the 

availability, and exposure, to synchronous online teaching strategies.  Students may 

experience discord when utilizing synchronous online teaching strategies depending on their 

comfort level with the teaching strategy.  Factors including age, technological savviness, and 

learning styles were identified as disadvantages to synchronous online learning (Chunta et al., 

2020). 

Multiple advantages to synchronous online teaching strategies were identified through 

the review of the literature.  These advantages included the multiple facets to synchronous 

online learning.  Many synchronous online teaching strategies offer a wide variety of learning 

styles.  In an article by Mahmood (2020), offering a synchronous online course with multiple 

synchronous online teaching strategies enhanced student learning.  Additionally, synchronous 

online teaching strategies that developed individual learning styles increased engagement and 

focused on the synchronous online learning environment (Mahmood, 2020).   

Synchronous online learning was identified as a form of learning that promoted 

student engagement and satisfaction over asynchronous online learning.  Factors discovered 

by the review of literature that supported synchronous online learning over asynchronous 

online learning included faculty presence and engaging teaching strategies.  Furthermore, the 

added benefit of collaboration with peers and faculty increased student engagement in 

synchronous online learning.   
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Theoretical Framework 

 Multiple articles addressed the implications of Constructivism and how it related to 

online learning pedagogy.   Whether asynchronous or synchronous, online courses supported 

both student-student and faculty-student interactions in ways that allowed students to 

formulate methods for learning new material and constructing knowledge (Schell & Janicki, 

2012).  When the constructivist theory was applied to online learning, it was essential for 

students to formulate an idea and think about it.  Learners construct knowledge by reflecting 

on experiences already known and using those concepts to knowledge construction and 

problem-solving methods (Schell & Janicki, 2012).     

Definition of Constructivism 

 Schunk (2020) defined Constructivism as a "philosophical explanation about the 

nature of learning" (p. 315).  Constructivism theorized that students constructed their 

knowledge and understanding of the educational world through experiences and reflection 

(Harasim, 2017).  Essentially, students use their previous knowledge to build on that 

foundation with new things learned.  Understanding how individual students learn was 

essential for educators as each student brought different learning methods to the course.  

Constructivism is categorized as a Grand Learning Theory and an epistemology – a theory of 

knowledge that distinguishes justified belief versus opinion.  When incorporating 

Constructivism in the classroom, faculty were relied upon to facilitate learning and shared 

knowledge between faculty and student (Kantar, 2013).   

Constructivism and Online Learning 

 Kantar (2013) studied the constructivist theory and applied four assumptions for 

learning.  First, students must be involved with knowledge construction.  This knowledge 
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results from past learning situations and the effectiveness of the prior experience.  The second 

assumption concluded that students must cooperate to create their learning.  The third 

assumption was self-regulation.  Students must utilize self-direction, self-monitoring, and 

self-assessment to promote understanding.  Lastly, the fourth assumption is motivation.  

Students must be engaged in their learning.  Kantar (2013) applied the assumptions to 

learning in a nursing program.  The core principle that evolved was that education is a 

process performed by the student and facilitated by the educator.  Legg et al. (2007) 

discussed using the constructivist theory in the online learning nursing classrooms as an 

experience that allows students to be empowered and take charge of their learning.   

The constructivist approach enabled the educator to facilitate and guide online 

learning, rather than be the font of all knowledge as with traditional education.  Legg et al. 

(2007) introduced constructivist methodologies beneficial in a nursing program for nursing 

students.  These methods included providing real-world scenarios for students to problem-

solve through active, online case studies, developing critical thinking skills through 

discussion boards, and promoting authentic communication through online chat rooms and 

real-time video conferencing.   

 In contrast, the literature review demonstrated that the constructivist methods might 

not work on an online learning platform.  These factors include the inability to customize 

assignments for each student's learning needs.  Some online learners may not handle the lack 

of structure and become frustrated (Schell & Janicki, 2012).  Utilizing self-motivation and 

self-direction could be difficult for some students causing missed opportunities for learning.  

Student satisfaction and student engagement could be affected by applying the constructivist 

theory to an online learning format.         
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 Constructivist Theorists.  Two prominent theorists were found when reviewing the 

literature, and each theorist supported a category in the constructivist theory.  Jean Piaget 

(1896-1980) held a belief in cognitive Constructivism, and Lev Vygotsky (1896-1934) held a 

belief in social Constructivism. 

 Cognitive Constructivism was defined as a complex theory stating that student 

knowledge is relative to the stage of student cognitive development (Schunk, 2020).  

Applying Piaget’s cognitive constructivism theory in education would revolve around the 

educator evaluating the students’ knowledge development before planning assignments.  

Social Constructivism places more emphasis on the student’s social environment as the 

facilitator of knowledge.  Educators that utilize social Constructivism in education apply 

collaboration with faculty and peers and develop knowledge through interactions with the 

student’s society and culture (Schunk, 2020).    

Summary 

 Upon examining the literature on online learning, two reoccurring concepts became 

evident.  First, with the discontinuation of face-to-face learning in higher education due to the 

pandemic, synchronous online learning was preferred over asynchronous online learning.  

Factors such as student engagement, student satisfaction, faculty presence, and learning 

strategies were all markedly more favorable in synchronous online learning than 

asynchronous online learning.  The second concept that occurred through the literature review 

was that the constructivist theory could be applied successfully to synchronous online 

learning.  Vygotsky’s social constructivism theory provided validity for synchronous online 

factors and pedagogy by working under the assumption of faculty as facilitators and 

enhancing knowledge through social and cultural interactions.   
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The gaps discovered in the literature review included how did students engage in 

synchronous online learning courses and which online teaching strategies promoted student 

engagement.   
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CHAPTER III:  METHODS AND PROCEDURES 

This chapter presented the methods and procedures used for this phenomenological 

study.  In addition, ethical considerations, data collection, participant sampling, and analysis 

procedures were described.   

Research Design  

 This qualitative study utilized a phenomenological research design and sought to 

explore nursing students’ lived experiences of engagement in synchronous online learning 

environments.   Phenomenology was a valuable research method in exploring participants' 

common lived experiences shared by multiple individuals (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  In this 

study, the principal investigator (PI) focused on the commonalities of the participants with 

the lived experiences of synchronous online learning.   

Population and Sample 

Prelicensure nursing students were recruited using a purposive sample.  A purposive 

sample was required as specific knowledge and experiences warranted for a 

phenomenological research design (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).   

Phenomenology design required a small, diverse sample to achieve the goal of 

discovering the universal principle of the phenomenon.  While the absolute sample size for 

phenomenology has not been established, Creswell and Creswell (2018) recommended a 

range of three to 15 participants.  The final sample included six participants from colleges 

located in the Midwest region of the United States.  The study was concluded when saturation 

was reached.   
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Demographics 

The following inclusion criteria were applied to the sample: (a) age 19 or older; (b) 

nursing student in a prelicensure nursing program, to include an Associate’s Degree in 

Nursing, Bachelors of Science degree in Nursing, and accelerated nursing programs; (c) 

nursing programs located in the Midwest region of the United States; (d) attended a nursing 

program six credit hours or more; (e) participated in a nursing theory course that offered 

online learning with synchronous classrooms; (f) participated in a nursing program in 2019-

2021, and (g) was able to access and utilize videoconferencing technology for an online 

interview.  The study participants met the inclusion criteria, and demographics included 

participants between the ages of 19 and 70 years of age.  Participants of this study followed 

the same race/ethnic background as the 2019 – 2020 Race & Ethnicity of Students Enrolled 

in Nursing Programs (American Association of College of Nursing, 2019).  There were white 

66.9%, Black/African American 9.1 %, Hispanic or Latino 11.8%, Asian, Native Hawaiian, 

or Other Pacific Islander 8.8%, American or Alaskan Indian 0.5%, Two or more races 2.9% 

(American Association of College of Nursing, 2019).  100% of the participants identified as 

female and 100% of participants were enrolled in a BSN program. 

 Description of Setting 

Recruitment settings for the study included contacting ten nursing programs located in 

the Midwest region of the United States. The principal investigator (PI) generated a list of 

prospective nursing programs and sent a Letter of Query (Appendix A) to prospective nursing 

program Deans or Directors the week of July 19, 2021, inquiring about their willingness to 

assist in distributing and/or advertising research recruitment information to prospective 

participants following IRB approval.  This query explained the research project and inquired 
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whether additional IRB review would be needed through their institution.  Recruitment 

partners that failed to respond to the Letter of Query, a follow-up contact occurred weekly 

from July 26, 2021, until October 18, 2021.  This list included five nursing programs in 

Nebraska, one nursing program in Kansas, one nursing program in Iowa, one nursing 

program in Missouri, one nursing program in Minnesota, and one nursing program in South 

Dakota.  Seven locations were identified as a university, two were a private nursing program, 

and one was a community college.  Research participants derived from four of the ten 

prospective nursing programs contacted.   

Procedure 

Following study approval by the Institutional Review Board of the PI’s learning 

institution and a reply to the Letter of Query, the PI distributed the Letter to the Dean 

(Appendix B) and the Invitation to Participate (Appendix C) to the interested recruitment 

sites.  The Deans and Directors disseminated the Invitation to Participate (Appendix C).  

Interested participants were instructed to contact the PI if interested in joining the study.  

Upon contacting prospective participants, the PI emailed a prepared script (Appendix D) to 

allow for dialogue pertaining to the interviewing details.  The script opened with an 

explanation of the study purpose and a series of questions to determine whether the 

prospective participant would meet the study criteria.  Those who met the inclusion criteria 

were invited to participate in an individual interview using Zoom videoconferencing 

technology.  The interview modality, location (if applicable), date, and time were mutually 

agreed upon by the prospective participant.  When videoconferencing interviews were 

planned, participants were instructed to establish a private environment with high-quality 

sound transmission. 
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Additionally, the PI collected some basic demographic information of each 

prospective participant: (a) full name and (b) personal email address.  This personal 

information was recorded in a separate master list. The PI explained how all information 

would be protected and utilized, including the generation of an individualized Adult Consent 

Form (Appendix E) for each participant.  At the end of the email conversation, the PI 

explained the use of DocuSign to sign the Adult Consent Form at the beginning of the 

scheduled interview.  The PI attached the “Rights of Research Participants” to the email 

script.  Ethical considerations included minimizing the risk of harm, acquiring informed 

consent, protecting anonymity and confidentiality, and providing the right to withdraw from 

the research without consequences.  The PI verbally explained all data collection procedures, 

followed by obtaining each participant’s informed consent, via DocuSign, before beginning 

the interview.  Participants selected a pseudonym for use during the interview. 

Data Collection Procedures   

The PI followed an interview protocol (Appendix F) to ask a series of open-ended, 

semi-structured questions.  Interviews lasted approximately 60 minutes or less which 

included time for participants to discuss their rights and obtain consent.  At the beginning of 

the interview, the PI provided each participant with a $10.00 Visa electronic gift card as a 

token of appreciation for their time.  The interviews were audio-recorded using two digital 

recorders. The digital files were provided to a hired transcriptionist using an encrypted 

electronic Dropbox.  Once each audio file was transcribed, the transcriptionist submitted the 

text files to Dropbox.  Participants were identified using pseudonyms once the transcripts 

were received.  

Analytical Procedures   
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The PI employed a systematic, iterative approach to phenomenological data analysis, 

as Creswell and Poth (2018) described.  The PI read each transcript received from the 

transcriptionist and subsequently identified significant themes.  The PI collected themes and 

clustered valuable information by similar topics.  The PI coded and organized similar 

schemes from these themes to determine descriptive topics that showed interrelationships.  

Finalized codes were determined and placed in alphabetical order.  A comparison of literature 

and codes were made to determine findings that were supported or not supported by the 

literature (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  

Data Quality Measures  

The PI applied the validation strategy of member checking, asking for participant 

feedback on the PI’s initial interpretations.  The PI sent each participant an email containing 

the preliminary interpretations of themes and descriptions, requesting participant feedback.  

This strategy enhanced the credibility of the interpretations of the data (Creswell & Poth, 

2018).  Creswell and Poth (2018) recommended qualitative researchers use a minimum of 

two validation strategies in each study.  In addition to member checking, the PI utilized more 

validation strategies in the data analysis.  Bias was eliminated by the process of two people 

analyzing the findings.  The PI and Committee Chair reviewed the findings and applied the 

interview questions as a conceptual framework when analyzing the data (Creswell & Poth, 

2018).  Two-person validity was achieved by determining that the described process was 

followed, and the data supported the PI’s findings and interpretations (Creswell& Creswell, 

2018).  A second validation strategy included triangulation.  Triangulation was obtained by 

reviewing the literature and comparing known themes to emerging themes.  In addition to 

triangulation, member checking was also used to provide validity to the study.  According to 
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Creswell and Creswell (2018), member checking was used to accurately determine the 

qualitative findings by taking the final themes and sub-themes back to the participants for 

verification of correctness. 

In Creswell and Creswell (2018), a validation strategy introduced included a data 

analysis method that led to a thick, rich description of the phenomenon through both textural 

and structural description by inserting action verbs.  Phenomena described with action verbs 

enhanced validity because it allowed readers to develop a sharp sense of the findings and the 

contexts (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  To maximize study reliability, the PI employed 

strategies described by Creswell and Creswell (2018).  First, the PI listened to each 

interview’s audio file while reading each transcript, ensuring error-free transcripts.   Second, 

the PI recorded emerging codes in a separate codebook, creating rules about each code’s 

meaning (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  The codebook included the code name, a brief 

definition, inclusion and exclusion criteria, and atypical and typical models (Roberts et al., 

2019).  Third, the PI employed the concept of bracketing.  Creswell and Creswell (2018) 

defined bracketing as placing the PI’s past experiences relating to the research topic aside to 

garner a new perspective toward the phenomenon being investigated.  Lastly, peer debriefing 

was performed to enhance the accuracy of the participant’s account (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018).  Themes, sub-themes, and supporting data were reviewed with the primary 

investigator’s Dissertation Chair.  All four validity strategies were used to verify the accuracy 

of the themes and sub-themes.  

Data Analysis 

Data was collected and coded using Tesch’s eight steps as a guideline to develop an 

organizing system for unstructured qualitative data.  According to Creswell and Creswell 
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(2018), interview transcriptions and field notes should be organized into brackets or codes.  

Coding involved taking the text data gathered and labeling categories with a term or theme.  

Themes involved detailed information about the interview process and could be broken down 

into sub-themes (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).   

According to the eight steps developed by Tesch, the primary investigator (PI) read 

through all of the interview transcriptions carefully.  Key ideas were identified and collected 

in the margins.  After reading all of the interviews and collecting key ideas, a list of topics 

emerged.  Topics were clustered together by similarity.  From the list of clustered topics, the 

PI identified topics that were major, unique, or leftover.  The list of identified topics was then 

applied to the transcribed interviews to see if any new categories or codes emerged.  Themes 

were developed by finding the most descriptive words for each topic.  The developed themes 

were analyzed and checked for accuracy (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 

Winnowing the data took place during the data analysis.  Creswell and Creswell 

(2018) defined winnowing as a process of concentrating on some of the data collected and 

disregarding other collected data due to the denseness of the transcribed interview data.   

Winnowing the data assisted with aggregating the collected interview data into a smaller 

number of themes and sub-themes. 

Summary 

This chapter explained the phenomenological design used to answer the research 

questions.  Participants who met the inclusion criteria were recruited to participate in a semi-

structured interview, which was audio-recorded and transcribed.  Data analysis was 

completed by clustering significant statements into themes, writing textural and structural 

descriptions, and revealing the principle of the phenomenon.  Rigor was ensured by 
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validation and reliability strategies.  Ethical considerations were identified and adhered to.  

Finally, data analysis included utilizing Tesch’s eight steps of data analysis.     
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CHAPTER IV:  RESULTS 

Introduction 

This chapter will discuss procedures or tests used to analyze the data, data results, and 

a summary of significant findings.   

Data Analysis 

Four themes were identified through Tesch’s eight steps of the coding process.  

Several sub-themes were identified and were listed under the overarching theme.  The themes 

identified and assisted with understanding prelicensure undergraduate nursing students’ lived 

engagement experiences regarding learning in a synchronous online learning environment 

and included the following:   

1. Course Structure 

a.  Communication 

b.  Classroom Management 

c.  Distractions 

2. Student Engagement 

a. Emotional Engagement 

b. Behavioral Engagement 

c. Cognitive Engagement 

3. Online Teaching Strategies 

a. Online Teaching Strategies that Promoted Student Engagement 

b. Online Teaching Strategies that didn’t Promote Student Engagement 

4. Technology 

a. Faculty Barriers 
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b. Student Barriers 

Results 

 Four themes emerged while analyzing the data related to the participants’  

lived experiences of engagement in a synchronous online learning setting.  Additionally, sub-

themes were identified.  The themes were:  course structure (sub-themes of communication, 

classroom management, and distractions), student engagement (sub-themes of emotional 

engagement, behavioral engagement, cognitive engagement), teaching strategies (sub-themes 

of teaching strategies that promote engagement, and teaching strategies that do not promote 

engagement), and technology (sub-themes faculty and student barriers.)  Refer to Table 1.  

Table 1 

Themes and Sub-Themes of Research Study 

Themes Sub-Themes 

Course Structure Communication 

Classroom Management 

Distractions 

Student Engagement Emotional Engagement 

Behavioral Engagement 

Cognitive Engagement 

Technology Faculty Barriers 

Student Barriers 

Online Teaching Strategies Online Teaching Strategies that Promote 

Student Engagement 
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Online Teaching Strategies that did not 

Promote Student Engagement 

 

Findings 

 Detailed quotes provided by research participants were extracted during the data 

analysis process.  Appendix G provides themes, sub-themes, and significant quotes by 

participants in a table format. 

Course Structure 

 The course structure was a theme that emerged through the interviewing process.  

Unanimously, participants agreed that synchronous online learning was vastly different than 

learning in a face-to-face environment.  Participants spoke about the differences between 

synchronous online learning and face-to-face learning.  Susan reported that one course 

alternated between students being online and face-to-face.  Susan explained that the 

alternating schedule involved thirty students online and thirty students face-to-face.  The 

following week, the students would switch.  Susan stated that “you could tell the professors 

wanted to engage more with people in the classroom [with the face-to-face students], but the 

alternating schedule led to a lot of confusion.”  Ultimately, Susan stated that “the students 

were confused, as well as the professors.” 

 Deedra commented on the differences between synchronous online learning and face-

to-face learning,  

In person [classroom] we went through the PowerPoints in class and outside 

commentary beyond what was on the PowerPoint was explained and examples were 

given. Questions were able to be asked real-time as they were going through it.  In the 
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online synchronous classroom, we didn’t do online PowerPoint presentations as 

though we were in the class. We would meet for an hour, talk about the expectations, 

and answer any questions.  

 The three sub-themes of course structure identified through the data analysis included 

classroom management, communication, and distractions.  Participants added valuable 

insight into how the course structure affected the engagement during synchronous online 

courses.  

Classroom Management.  Structuring the class a little more different than a face-to-

face class could improve student success.  Lillian noted that “I just feel like the learning that 

you are going to have to do in an online format is a lot more beneficial if you structure it if 

students can engage as much as possible.”  Kate mentioned the length of a synchronous 

online learning class could affect engagement, “another thing that really challenged me, I 

guess, was, it was a long time to sit.  I don’t sit still, but I would much rather sit in a 

classroom for those three hours or whatever it was versus sitting over zoom and learning that 

way”.   

For most of the participants, the faculty did not provide clear expectations and 

classroom etiquette for synchronous online learning.  Adelaide commented that as a nursing 

student, they were able to pull from their past learning environments to understand the 

expectations of synchronous online learning, “if I hadn’t had that base knowledge about what 

was expected of me as a nursing student, I don’t think that I would have been successful as an 

online learner.”  A topic that appeared regarding classroom etiquette included having the 

video on during class.  Participants spoke about their peers not having the video on for 

synchronous online learning.  Lillian stated, “I felt people who had their video off were often 
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not paying attention.”  Deedra commented that “some of the engagement by the students 

decreased, which I thought was evident by the fact that they turned off their video setting, and 

it was just their name that showed.”    

Communication.  Participants stressed the importance of providing an agenda or 

guidelines for what to expect during the synchronous online class time.  Lillian stated: 

I feel like structure helps, like giving students an agenda ahead of time, especially for 

those classes where we know we will be sitting for five hours.  Please tell us when we 

are going to have breaks at the start or what content is going to be covered when. 

Providing detailed agendas that describe pre-course work essential for enhancing the 

synchronous online learning class was also noted by the participants.  Lillian noted that “I 

feel like having prep work done ahead of time and possibly having people submit it ahead of 

time [could provide] more of a time to ask questions and focus.” 

Distractions.  Distractions were an identifiable sub-theme of course structure.  In 

general, participants stated that there were more distractions in the synchronous online 

learning setting than in the face-to-face learning setting.  Kate stated, “it was a struggle for 

all of us, just because it was easy to be distracted.”  Identifiable distractions included the 

environment.  Lillian stated, “I think it was often somewhat distracting, different people with 

different backgrounds and noises.”  Susan noted that: 

because when you are not in a classroom and studying, you are looking at everything 

else except your laptop.  You are looking at, you know, there is a paint chip on the 

wall, maybe I should fix that, or I really need to do the dishes tonight. Then you 

realize that you are in class again and you haven’t been paying attention, and it was 

incredibly hard. It was hard to stay motivated. 
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Kate spoke about her lack of focus during synchronous online learning, “personally, I 

struggled to stay focused, just because I didn’t have that direct face to face contact in the 

classroom.”  Regarding her phone, Kate also stated that “I am not going to sit in a classroom 

and be on my phone, it’s pretty easy to sit behind a screen and have my phone off to the side 

and for it to still appear that I am paying attention.”   

Not all interactions on video conferencing were distracting.  Deedra stated that “I 

have had varied experiences, some of them were a bit chaotic and disorganized, and others 

were very organized, and learning was happening, and there were interactions between, not 

only myself and the instructor but myself and other students.” Kate had a statement regarding 

the availability of interactive learning, “The difference is when you are on Zoom you are less 

focused on it, just because there are so many distractions, so I think it is necessary to have 

some interactive piece to the Zoom or else you are going to have your students just going all 

over the place and doing other things and online shopping.” 

Susan spoke about the stress of the pandemic causing a distraction, “the stress of a 

pandemic had a lot to do with it. I felt like people have very high levels of anxiety, I 

personally had a high level of anxiety, and that kept me from being able to sit still and like 

watch zoom”.  Deedra spoke about the distraction of phone calls after a synchronous online 

class:  

I would get phone calls or texts from students afterward, and they were like did you 

get anything out of that zoom meeting? Or what was that all about or is there 

something we are supposed to do. Some of the students had shared with me that it was 

just a droning experience that just put them to sleep, and they couldn’t even become 

engaged. 



 

47 

 

Susan stated that “I would be texting my friends individually who are in the class, and they 

are like, I am cleaning my room right now [and I would say] like okay we aren’t really doing 

anything.”  

 Participants spoke openly about the theme course structure and the sub-themes of 

classroom management, communication, and distractions.  Student engagement was affected 

by course structure.  The second identified theme, student engagement, recognized how 

participants associated student actions pertaining to emotional, behavioral, and cognitive 

engagement in the synchronous online classroom.   

Student Engagement 

 Student engagement was discussed by participants in every interview.  Undeniably, 

student engagement during the synchronous online learning class was the identified theme 

that intertwined with all other discovered themes and sub-themes.  Participants explained, in 

their own words, how they experienced engagement which the PI could match up with each 

type of Child’s Virtual Engagement Framework:  emotional, behavioral, and cognitive.  The 

identified characteristics of each sub-theme of student engagement were compiled by the 

application of Child’s (2021) Virtual Student Engagement Framework (Figure 1) concepts.  

Participants spoke about the importance of interacting and collaborating with faculty and 

peers led to an increase in student engagement.  Participants identified that internal and 

external motivators led to increased class participation, which increased student engagement 

in the synchronous online course.  Lastly, participants recognized that by integrating 

questions throughout the synchronous online class, student engagement increased as 

classroom discussions increased.   
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Emotional Engagement.  A key component to achieving emotional engagement 

includes building strong relationships.  In a synchronous online learning setting, visual and 

audio interaction with peers was important to the participants.  Jane made a general statement 

about student engagement during the synchronous online learning class: 

I think there are usually a select two to three students out of our 90-student class that 

actually responded in the chat or unmuted their microphones and responded to the 

questions, but I think other than that, there is not a very wide variety of class 

responses or just class participation in general.   

In a synchronous online learning course, participants stated that visually seeing a 

peer's face over videoconferencing determined whether a student was engaged or not.  Lillian 

stated, “I felt people who had their video off were often not paying attention, and then 

questions had to be asked again and again that were already covered.” 

Additionally, Deedra noted:   

it seemed as we went through that semester, some of the engagement by the students 

decreased, which I thought was evident by the fact that they turned off their video 

setting, and it was just their name that showed.  You were not aware, or the teacher 

wasn’t aware if they were participating, even involved, or engaged in the teaching 

that was occurring. 

Behavioral Engagement.  Behavioral engagement included students’ active 

participation, involvement, and attentiveness.  Jane stated that “I think there was a lot of 

learning on the student side on how to engage and how to listen and how to learn.”  

Furthermore, Jane stated that:   
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it’s very much a student’s job to stay focused and motivated.  I found that throughout 

the first semester, I was just sitting in my room on my computer just writing down 

notes and just like finding myself getting tired or not motivated to pay attention and 

actively learn.  Then the second semester, I was motivated to stay, I wanted to change 

something to stay motivated, so I made some changes with like how I was taking my 

notes, or where I was sitting, or like I made sure I was sitting at my desk and doing 

that so I really think it is the student’s job to stay motivated as well and I think it is 

not all on the teacher to keep their students motivated. 

Participants addressed their self-motivation while being interviewed.  Lillian stated: 

I feel like it [synchronous online learning] is good for people who need that extra 

structure and who are more in-person learners just for question-wise and things.  I 

feel like if you want to be there to learn, it can be a positive experience. But if you are 

not disciplined, and you are showing up because you have to, you will have limited to 

no involvement or engagement 

Adelaide mirrored this response with, “You have to be dedicated and motivated as a student.  

If you don’t have the motivation or drive to do it, it is very easy to become lazy, it is very to 

cheat, and you don’t have that academic integrity”.  Lastly, Jane summed up behavioral 

engagement and overall student success: 

I think students weren’t finding ways to stay motivated, to stay engaged in class, so 

they just kind of were off doing their own thing, but I think that was kind of an 

internal motivation that needed to be had and definitely needed to be individualized 

per student and that is kind of like a self-thing that needed to happen, and I don’t 

think that is anybody else's fault than the students. 
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Cognitive Engagement.  Cognitive engagement in a synchronous online learning 

setting included higher-order questioning.  Asking questions during the synchronous online 

class that promoted higher-order thinking, students may express higher levels of engagement.  

Participants had the following comments about asking questions and answering questions 

during a synchronous online learning class:  Susan stated, “You know, unless my professor 

specifically called me out, which almost never happened, I didn’t say anything.  I feel 

comfortable talking in a classroom - like a physical classroom, but over zoom, it’s just so 

awkward”.  Kate noted that:  

just putting in the chat box if I had a question or stopping them if I had a question, I 

felt like that was another challenge. When we were in the classroom, I didn’t feel like 

there was as much of an issue with like more than one student trying to talk at the 

same time. 

Jane also stated that:  

Through my classes, other than when either I was called on to answer a question or 

when I was scheduled to have a presentation, my mute button was not unmuted very 

often, and I wasn’t in the chat very often unless everybody had to respond to 

something. 

Feeling comfortable asking questions was a factor that was identified through the 

interviews.  Participant Adelaide stated that some students “lack assertive communication” 

and may be “camera shy or being shy in general.”  Deedra noted that “asking questions in 

real-time versus emailing the instructor after the class:   you could email the teachers or 

instructors and they would get back to you but, for me, that just didn’t work, it wasn’t 

interaction.” 
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 Participants expressed some positive feedback regarding active participation during 

synchronous online learning.  Deedra stated, “when we went to online [learning], I felt that 

my learning increased exponentially because she was able to do some things that she would 

have not normally done if we were in person.”  When asked a probing question of how the 

participant’s learning improved, Deedra stated, “it benefited me a lot more because I was a 

little bit lost in the in-person setting because some of my questions weren’t answered because 

of the type of class it was.” 

 Identifying the emotional, behavioral, and cognitive engagement factors through the 

participant’s interviews assisted with identifying key factors that affected student engagement 

in the synchronous online course.  The third theme, technology, was identified as a theme that 

impacted student engagement in the synchronous online learning environment.   

Technology 

Technology is the backbone of all online learning.  A student must have some basic 

understanding of utilizing technology to be successful in a synchronous online course.  

Furthermore, faculty must have a basic, if not more advanced, understanding of how to utilize 

technology in the synchronous online learning course.  A general statement made by Jane 

was: 

I think it was a lot of technology learning, and how to work Zoom, and how to figure 

out how to show what they are trying to show.  There were so many technical 

difficulties at the beginning on how to get the microphone to work and how to keep 

people muted.  I think there were more distractions on Zoom than there was in in-

person learning. 
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Two sub-themes became evident through the coding of the participant’s interviews—student 

barriers regarding technology and faculty barriers regarding technology. 

Faculty Barriers.  Participants expressed that faculty knowledge about technology 

was imperative for their engagement during the synchronous online learning class.  Jane 

stated that “I think professor ability, or just like knowledge of Zoom, was a little bit of a 

barrier at the beginning.”  Regarding the technological ability of the faculty, Deedra noted, 

“the ability of the instructor to be able to manipulate the technology in a way that worked for 

a learning environment” was critical for promoting student engagement in the synchronous 

online learning classroom.  Deedra indicated that: 

Some of instructors were very proficient at it, and learning was optimized, and it was 

not a problem.  Another instructor struggled with the technology, and it definitely 

affected our learning in fact, instead of class time being three hours, sometimes it only 

lasted for half an hour because [faculty] was completely befuddled. 

 Participants reflected on how technology affected faculty members’ pedagogy.  

Deedra noted that “one of my other instructors, who were not technologically savvy, really 

struggled with it, and it totally changed [the faculty’s] way of being able to teach.”  Susan 

stated that “faculty knowledge on different learning platforms” hindered students' 

engagement in the synchronous online learning setting.   

Student Barriers.  Technology and the student were a definite point of discussion 

when interviewing the participants.  Adelaide stated:   

The ability to engage in conversations about different topics was definitely hindered 

because you had to wait for a written response, or a verbal response and that 

response only comes from one person as opposed the whole class.  So, the raising the 
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hand icon or saying that I have a question was difficult at times.  To turn my speaker 

on and say I have a question and just them [faculty] being able to hear me or 

understand me.   

Along with the same sentiments Susan stated about asking questions during a synchronous 

online class: 

If you had technical issues, it was just even more embarrassing.  You are like, shoot, 

let me figure out how my mic works first, and then I will try and ask this question that 

I have been trying to ask for the past five minutes, but now it is irrelevant because you 

are onto something else now.  

Important questions may get missed.  According to Kate, “another challenge is sometimes 

those chat boxes get missed, and so questions don’t get asked or answered.” 

  Technical support at home for synchronous online learning affected how participants 

were engaged in the class.  Lillian stated that “I know that we had issues with ATI during 

covid and having to take ATI [exams] from home.  Trying to figure out the monitoring with 

videos and the tech support could be an issue.”   

Regarding internet connection at the participant’s home.  Deedra expressed: 

Sometimes I had some freezes and some digital issues that stuff wasn’t coming 

through, or I couldn’t be heard.  I would have to pick up my computer and move to 

another part of the room or another part of the house to see if I could get a better 

connection.  The internet connection for me was the biggest barrier. 

 Participants emphasized the importance of technology, faculty and student barriers, 

and how they relate to student engagement.  The fourth theme identified, online teaching 
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strategies discusses how online teaching strategies can increase student engagement in the 

synchronous online environment. 

Online Teaching Strategies 

 Teaching strategies was the final theme that emerged from the participant’s 

interviews.  Regarding synchronous online learning teaching strategies that were introduced 

by faculty, Susan states: 

I felt like a lot of it was just trial by fire, let’s see what works, what doesn’t work, 

because I could tell that professor were tweaking their teaching strategies throughout 

the semester to make it more for us, but ultimately no one really knew what they were 

doing, even the students. 

Two sub-themes were identified as teaching strategies that promoted student engagement in a 

synchronous online learning class and teaching strategies that did not promote student 

engagement in a synchronous online learning class.   

Online Teaching Strategies that Promote Student Engagement.  The first sub-

theme identified teaching strategies that promoted student engagement during the 

synchronous online learning classroom.  Simple strategies such as asking questions 

stimulated conversation and promoted engagement.  Jane stated:  

I really loved when my faculty would ask a question and then maybe get a wrong 

answer or like get a different thing than they were really wanting and then they would 

talk about the wrong answer and talk through why that would be wrong, but why that 

was a good thought or why they were kind of going in a different direction, I thought 

that was a good way to engage the students, learn even when that wasn’t what they 

were going for. 
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Lillian noted that “asking open-ended questions really helped.”  Deedra remarked that “you 

could ask a question during the synchronous class or utilize the chat box feature” on the 

video conferencing application, Zoom.  Deedra stated: 

All of us were always invited to ask questions as the instructors presented information 

and all of us, of course, were able to use the chat box to ask questions or to even have 

side conversations with our peers through the chat box. 

Lillian asserted that she got more out of “the live synchronous zoom calls rather than the 

recordings.”  And Adelaide stated that she “took notes, very thoroughly, and I used the chat 

box a lot to communicate needs or questions or just random thoughts and ideas about what 

the lecture was about.”  One factor that added to Adelaide’s engagement during the 

synchronous online setting was an additional faculty member present during the synchronous 

videoconferencing classroom time.  Kate reflected on being provided PowerPoints that had 

fill in the blanks.  This teaching strategy encouraged engagement by “paying attention during 

the lecture to fill in the PowerPoint blanks.”  

Adelaide stated that if the course “had two instructors present during the Zoom class, she 

could more easily ask questions.”  Asking questions, mainly open-ended questions was one 

teaching strategy that was an easy strategy to implement in the synchronous online 

classroom.   

Susan stated that teaching strategies that required the student to be actively engaged 

during the synchronous online learning class increased engagement:   

I think teaching us the material through a means where we have to be actively 

engaged through Kahoot! or Jeopardy, with nursing material, games were really 

helpful for me to learn the content.  Practice questions were really helpful too, and 
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they [faculty] always tried to apply it to NCLEX questions.  They would always have 

NCLEX questions for us, and that was helpful too. 

Some specific teaching strategies mentioned in the interviewing process included the 

breakout rooms offered in the Zoom videoconferencing application, interactive games such as 

Kahoot! and Jeopardy, and Poll Everywhere.  Adelaide and Lillian both spoke about the 

breakout rooms offered in Zoom.  Lillian spoke about being able to “discuss and learn more 

about each other’s experiences” during breakout room sessions.  Lillian went on to say that 

the “engagement in breakout rooms was pretty good.” 

Online games during the synchronous classroom were popular.  Susan stated:  

Kahoot! was my saving grace; I got so excited when my professors want to play 

Kahoot! because I loved being asked questions, having to critically think about it, and 

then having that concept explained to me. 

Adelaide and Jane acknowledged that Kahoot! was a teaching strategy promoting 

engagement in the synchronous online learning class.   

Poll Everywhere was another teaching strategy that promoted engagement during the 

synchronous online classroom. Jane stated that: 

There is a wide range of formats that you can do, like multiple choice, and you have 

the class answer, and it can be anonymous.  One of my teachers really utilized that 

and just asked questions throughout and engaged the class, and that kept me engaged. 

An additional teaching strategy, specific for nursing students, included case studies.  

Adelaide stated that:  

I recall sharing.  You get the case study, and you would have to dissect it, or you were 

assigned certain portions of the case study.  The [nursing] content that was expected 
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of us to learn, I would be unmuted, and I would share my portion of it, be able to 

verbally participate, and then my peers could give me feedback. 

Kate reflected that performing case studies during synchronous online classes was a great 

way to promote engagement.  Utilizing the breakout room feature in the video conferencing 

application, groups of six to seven students would discuss an assigned case study and answer 

questions provided by the faculty.  Participants agreed that the breakout room feature 

increased collaboration between students and faculty.   

 Deedra and Lillian spoke about the polling feature available through the 

videoconferencing application Zoom.  Deedra stated that “the polling at the end of the class 

was very engaging. That was my favorite [teaching strategy].”  When asked to elaborate on 

the polling feature, Lillian explained, “there was a decent [amount of] engagement if you 

knew the professor was actively asking questions, actively polling during the online lecture or 

zoom video.”  Lillian stated that they would anticipate being called on in the synchronous 

online classroom which increased the amount of engagement by the students. 

Teaching strategy variety assisted with breaking up the monotony of the synchronous 

online learning classroom.  Students stated that they were more likely to be engaged with the 

prospect of different teaching strategies offered during a synchronous online class.   

Jane stated:   

I think utilizing like a variety of different forms of learning tools, maybe we had a 

lecture for part of it, maybe we would have like an online scavenger hunt for part of 

it, or maybe we would go off into breakout rooms and talk about something that we 

did. 
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Online Teaching Strategies that did not Promote Student Engagement.  In 

general, participants found that lectures through synchronous online learning did not promote 

engagement.  Susan reflected: 

I could tell some professors thought that just lecturing like you typically would in a 

classroom would work better.  I didn’t learn anything because I couldn’t stay engaged 

with someone who is just reading off of a slide.  If [faculty] just sat there with a 

PowerPoint and explained a concept to me, I had no means to process it.  

 Susan had a similar statement regarding teaching strategies that did not promote engagement 

during the synchronous online class: 

We did all of our lectures online through Zoom, and the engagement was incredibly 

low for myself and among the other students.  It was hard to watch professors just 

read off of a slide and then expect us to pick up on that when we could have done the 

same thing. You zone out after a while, and it is incredibly hard to learn [like that] 

online.  

One participant did not feel that a specific teaching strategy benefited them in promoting 

engagement in the synchronous online learning class.  Lillian stated, “the online escape 

rooms just made me more angry than anything else.”  This participant elaborated more by 

speaking about the “competition of the escape room and that this was not their learning 

style.”   

Results Summary  

Chapter Four identified the results of the phenomenological study of data related to 

the participants’ lived engagement experiences in a synchronous online learning setting.  
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Interviews were conducted with six prelicensure nursing student participants who were 

attending a nursing program in the Midwest. 

Using Tesch’s eight steps, themes and sub-themes were identified after a thorough 

analysis of the participants’ transcripts.  The following themes and sub-themes were 

identified: 

1. Course Structure 

a.  Communication 

b.  Classroom Management 

c.  Distractions 

2. Student Engagement 

a. Emotional Engagement 

b. Behavioral Engagement 

c. Cognitive Engagement 

3. Technology 

a. Faculty Barriers 

b. Student Barriers 

4. Online Teaching Strategies 

a. Online Teaching Strategies that Promoted Student Engagement 

b. Online Teaching Strategies that did not Promote Student Engagement 
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CHAPTER V: DISCUSSION AND SUMMARY 

This chapter will discuss the purpose of this study, research design, interpretation of 

results, correlation to the literature and theoretical context, study limitations, and implications 

for education and future research.   

  Using a phenomenological research design, the purpose of this qualitative study was 

to explore teaching strategies that enhanced student engagement with prelicensure 

undergraduate nursing students in synchronous online learning settings in colleges located in 

the Midwest.  Figure 2 conceptualizes the themes and sub-themes identified in relation to 

student engagement: 

Figure 2 

Little’s Student Engagement Framework 
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The framework displays the correlation between the identified themes course 

structure, technology, and online teaching strategies and their relationship with student 

engagement, specifically the three engagements found in the review of literature:  emotional, 

behavioral, and cognitive engagement.  Under course structure, the sub-themes are identified.  

Under each sub-theme for course structure, a suggested course of action is identified per the 

results of the research.  Under the second theme technology, the course of action suggests a 

faculty needs assessment leading to faculty development which then leads to student 

technology education.  Lastly, online teaching strategies have a suggested course of action 

describing variety, interaction, and questioning.  The arrows in between depict that this 

course of action can move both ways, which would support teaching strategies that increase 

student engagement.  The arrows connecting the three themes to student engagement indicate 

that each theme, with the identified sub-themes and suggested course of action, directly 

correlated with emotional, behavioral, and cognitive engagement in the synchronous online 

learning environment.   Behavioral Engagement*Cognitive Engagement 

Providing high-quality nursing education and increased student success is essential for 

nursing faculty to know how nursing students learn and remain engaged during synchronous 

online learning.  Dos Santos and Cechinel (2019) discovered that students were more 

engaged in synchronous online learning versus asynchronous online learning.  The research 

supports nursing student experiences during a synchronous online learning nursing course 

will increase faculty awareness for the need to modify teaching strategies that will enhance 

engagement during synchronous online learning.   
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Research Questions and Interpretation  

 The findings related to this study's identified research questions are discussed in this 

section.  Four research questions were developed to expand upon the inquiry into teaching 

strategies that promoted student engagement in the synchronous online learning environment.  

Identified themes and sub-themes were applied to one of the four research questions 

developed for this study through the data analysis.  Refer to Appendix F for the Interview 

Protocol Form, which includes content questions and sub-questions.   

Research Question Number One:  What are the engagement experiences of prelicensure 

undergraduate nursing students in synchronous online learning?  

 Research question number one examines the participant’s experiences with 

engagement in the synchronous online course.  The identified theme and sub-themes coincide 

with student engagement and the three concepts associated with student engagement, 

emotional, behavioral, and cognitive engagement.   

Student Engagement.  According to Childs (2021), there are three types of student 

engagement in virtual learning:  emotional, behavioral, and cognitive.  Students can learn at 

their highest capability by examining the components associated with each student 

engagement concept and applying them to the virtual learning classroom.   Participants 

relayed observations about their engagement with themselves and their peers during 

synchronous online learning.  Participants stated that faculty that asked open-ended questions 

during synchronous online learning encouraged students to participate actively and stay 

engaged.  In the review of literature, Kuchinski-Donnelly et al. (2020) discussed 

environments with an increased engagement provided students with increased learning and 

course completion.   
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 Emotional Engagement.  Emotional engagement includes building a learning 

community, building strong relationships, and developing strategies and opportunities for a 

growth mindset (Childs, 2021).  Kuchinski-Donnelly et al. (2020) researched emotional 

engagement and found that engagement in the online environment increased learner 

independence and academic success.  Students that interact and participate in meaningful 

collaboration report increased student engagement.  Participants suggested that integrating 

small virtual group meetings, like breakout rooms, fostered strong relationships and increased 

collaboration within the synchronous online class.  Multiple studies found in the review of 

literature described that increased student involvement in the course increased overall student 

engagement (Childs, 2021; Gonzalez & Moore, 2020; Kuchinski-Donnelly et al., 2020).  

Participants described that by incorporating student involvement into the synchronous online 

classroom by assigning students a specific task to be responsible for harboring strong 

relationships. Optimizing technology to promote feedback can encourage a growth mindset.  

Requiring that the video mode is on during the synchronous online learning class is one of the 

most critical factors for ensuring student engagement by the nursing student.  A unique 

concept in the study revealed that visual and audio interaction with peers was important to the 

participants in a synchronous online learning setting.   

 Behavioral Engagement.  Behavioral engagement gauges students' participation and 

abilities in completing class assignments and includes class norms, restorative practices, and 

collaboration with other school administrators and faculty (Childs, 2021).   Tang and Hew 

(2022) discussed behavioral engagement as participation by the student in synchronous 

online courses.  Participants discussed that active participation during the synchronous online 

learning course increased engagement and promoted learning.  The literature discussed that 
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providing a detailed agenda or syllabus conveyed the goals that faculty aspired for in 

synchronous online learning (Childs, 2021; Kuchinski-Donnelly et al., 2020).  Participants 

suggested that a detailed syllabus or an agenda would improve student engagement.  The 

literature discussed using externally motivating strategies and self-efficacy in synchronous 

online learning to strengthen individual motivation (Childs, 2021; Kantar, 2013).  Childs 

(2021) suggested that collaborating with other faculty and administrators to ensure student 

engagement is a factor to increase engagement in synchronous online learning.  Establishing 

mentors, providing web-based informational videos, and offering technical support are 

aspects of collaborating with others for engagement success.  Participants discussed that 

collaborating with faculty increased student engagement in synchronous online courses.   

 Cognitive Engagement.  Faculty must assist students in connecting with the material 

they are learning is a critical concept in cognitive engagement.  Authentic experiences, 

higher-order questioning, and effective learning strategies relate to cognitive engagement 

(Childs, 2021).  Virtual resources that promote a more significant learning experience are one 

way to increase student engagement in synchronous online learning.  Specific virtual teaching 

strategy techniques will assist in creating a secure synchronous online learning environment.  

Participants agreed that asking questions during the synchronous online class promoted 

higher-order thinking, which led to students experiencing higher levels of engagement.  

Childs (2021) and Kuchinski-Donnelly et al. (2020) suggested that providing a reliable 

platform for students to ask questions is critical for promoting student engagement in 

synchronous online learning.   Lastly, the literature supported that effective teaching 

strategies encouraged student engagement in synchronous online learning was required for an 

engaging student experience.  Participants agreed that incorporating various teaching 
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strategies that encourage active participation in the synchronous online learning classroom 

would increase student engagement and ultimately add to student academic success.   

Research Question Number Two:  What teaching strategies promote engagement in online 

synchronous classes? 

 Research question number two examined the teaching strategies that were identified 

by the participants to promote student engagement in the synchronous online course.  Online 

teaching strategies was the identified theme that correlated with question number two.  

Participants described two sub-themes of teaching strategies identified as teaching strategies 

that promoted student engagement and teaching strategies that did not promote student 

engagement. 

Online Teaching Strategies.  Participants discussed the importance of providing 

teaching strategies that created variety, were interactive, and required the student to answer 

open-ended questions.  Incorporating a variety of teaching strategies throughout the 

synchronous online class ensures that students are paying attention and are remaining 

engaged.  Findings from this study were supported in the literature in that variety of online 

teaching strategies was identified as promoting student engagement in the synchronous online 

learning environment.  Karaaslan et al. (2018) discussed that a variety in online learning 

promoted curiosity, challenge, competition and proved effective in encouraging student 

attention and focus.  The review of literature identified that utilizing several means of 

synchronous online instruction assisted students in learning course objectives and increased 

overall student engagement (Watson et al., 2017).  Providing a variety of teaching strategies 

that encouraged student interaction would be a factor in increased student engagement 

(Bollinger & Martin, 2018; Mahmood, 2020). 
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Participants suggested more interaction between faculty and students and students and 

peers during the synchronous online course.  Furthermore, faculty could gauge student 

engagement by class participation during an interactive session during synchronous online 

learning.  Claman (2015) identified that interaction methods increased student engagement in 

the synchronous online course.  These interaction methods included class discussions in real-

time, virtual classrooms, and digital game-based learning (Karaaslan et al., 2018; Saltz & 

Heckman, 2020; Watson et al., 2017).   

 Student learning styles should be considered when developing synchronous online 

teaching strategies. Participants suggested that faculty consider individual learning styles and 

provide a variety of teaching strategies to engage all students.  Participants indicated that 

supplying various teaching strategies during the virtual class is a way to provide opportunities 

for all students to be engaged in the synchronous online learning environment.  Sharoff 

(2019) discussed the importance of faculty awareness of the diverse learning styles of 

students.  Student engagement and overall academic success can be increased by identifying 

and building on the different learning styles of the class (Sharoff, 2018).    

 Online Teaching Strategies that Promote Student Engagement.  The review of 

literature highlighted multiple synchronous online teaching strategies.  One teaching strategy 

identified through the review of the literature was a form of a discussion board adapted for 

synchronous online learning.  Research participants discussed breakout rooms through the 

videoconferencing platform.  Participants agreed that the breakout rooms provided 

collaborative learning techniques.  Case studies discussed in the breakout rooms provided 

nursing-specific scenarios for students to work through.  Working in groups of six to seven 

students provided a unique shared experience during synchronous online learning.  As the 
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literature suggests, faculty should provide structure for teamwork (Forman, 2018; Saltz & 

Heckman, 2020).  Participants agreed that a structured discussion provided a good learning 

environment and increased student engagement.  Literature also indicated that structured 

discussions bolstered engagement and provided students with a means to contribute to the 

synchronous online learning environment (Tibi, 2018).     

Another successful teaching technique identified through the review of the literature 

was digital game-based teaching strategies.  Karaaslan et al. (2018) discussed that digital 

game-based learning was associated with learning outcomes that indicated increased student 

engagement.  The literature suggested that digital game-based technology such as Kahoot! 

and Jeopardy provided students with a variety of questioning that promoted student 

engagement (Holbrey, 2020; Karaaslan et al., 2018).  Participants revealed that the teaching 

strategies that were associated with digital game-based learning included Kahoot!, Jeopardy, 

and Poll Everywhere.  Kahoot! and Jeopardy digital game-based strategies encouraged 

students to interact simultaneously during synchronous online learning.  Participants 

recognized that the interaction between students and faculty led to increased collaboration 

and student engagement.   Lockman and Shirmer (2020) discussed that faculty-student 

interaction was a key finding in student engagement and the promotion of student success. 

A digital game-based teaching strategy that was not identified through the review of 

the literature was the game, Poll Everywhere.  These findings were unique to this study as 

participants agreed that the shared interconnection between students and faculty while 

utilizing Poll Everywhere guided participants in content-rich discussions about specified 

nursing topics.  Participants acknowledged that engagement was increased during Poll 

Everywhere.   Research participants recognized that faculty expected students to participate 
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in lecture discussions when Poll Everywhere was applied.  Participants felt that faculty would 

engage students by calling on them during the Poll Everywhere game and agreed that they 

interacted more through the digital game-based teaching strategy.  Findings from the study 

were supported by the review of literature in that the online polling activities assisted with 

gauging students’ knowledge pre and post-lecture in the synchronous online classroom.  

Furthermore, online polling activities assisted faculty with garnering student understanding of 

specific course content (Chunta et al., 2020). 

Another teaching strategy identified by the research participants as successful for 

student engagement was virtual classroom teaching strategies.  These strategies were held in 

the synchronous online classroom and involved faculty asking open-ended questions, 

providing fill-in-the-blank PowerPoints, and polling questions through the videoconferencing 

format.  Asking open-ended questions by faculty and students increased engagement and 

promoted rich classroom discussions during the synchronous online course.  Watson et al. 

(2017) discussed that interacting and engaging with students by means of open-ended 

questioning increased student involvement in the discussion and ultimately increased student 

engagement in the synchronous online learning environment.  Another finding that was 

unique to this study was that participants discussed the usefulness of fill-in-the-blank 

PowerPoints for promoting engagement during the synchronous online classroom.  

The review of literature highlighted virtual classrooms as a teaching strategy.  Watson 

et al. (2017) stated that a critical factor for student engagement included point-in-time 

discussions with peers and faculty.  Synchronous classrooms provide a platform for faculty to 

ask questions and articulate ideas with students.  Findings from the literature aligned with 

findings from the study.  Participants agreed that interacting with peers and faculty in such a 
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format increased discussions and student engagement.  Additionally, participants surmised 

that synchronous online lectures with PowerPoint slides with fill-in-the-blank answers 

increased student interaction and engagement.  Polling questions through videoconferencing 

increased student engagement by requiring participants to pay attention and interact with 

faculty and peers.  Research participants stated that they were more engaged by answering 

polling questions in synchronous online classrooms.   

 Online Teaching Strategies that did not Promote Student Engagement.  Findings 

from the study indicated teaching strategies that did not promote student engagement 

included lecturing from PowerPoints and Escape Rooms.  Research participants identified 

that faculty that lectured from PowerPoint slides as if in a face-to-face environment lacked 

interaction and decreased student engagement.  Participants agreed that they lost interest and 

would be easily distracted by their surroundings when synchronous online classes included 

lecturing from PowerPoint slides.  The literature suggested that less interactive teaching 

strategies led students to lose interest in the synchronous online learning environment.  

Watson et al. (2017) discussed that meaningful coursework in the synchronous online 

learning environment included applicable activities and avoiding busy work.  Faculty reading 

from PowerPoint slides decreased interaction and dissolved classroom discussions.      

Research participants discovered that digital escape rooms were a teaching strategy 

that discouraged student engagement.  Participants recognized that digital escape rooms were 

teaching strategies performed individually and did not support interaction and collaboration 

with peers or faculty.  Likewise, one participant did not like the competitiveness of the digital 

escape room and became discouraged, leading to a decrease in student engagement.  The 

literature confirmed that students participating in digital escape rooms must hold a degree of 
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engagement to complete the digital escape room.  Likewise, digital escape rooms in the 

synchronous online environment require the student to complete the digital escape room to 

gain knowledge from the online activity (Neumann et al., 2020).    

Findings from this study did not correlate with the literature.  The literature discussed 

other teaching strategies such as social media, podcasts, and YouTube videos.  These findings 

were unique to this study.  One explanation is that podcasts and YouTube videos are 

essentially an asynchronous online classroom teaching strategy (Karaaslan et al., 2018).  

Participants discussed that some of their faculty made videos to view before class to aid with 

discussion during the synchronous online course.  The participants admitted that while the 

pre-class videos helped them prepare for the synchronous online learning class, the videos did 

not necessarily increase their engagement.  

Participants did not recognize the use of social media in the synchronous online 

classroom as a teaching strategy.  One reason might be that social media teaching strategies 

were not as apparent as other synchronous online teaching strategies.  Sobowale et al. (2020) 

researched that social media was utilized for communication with students and provided 

added student support during the COVID-19 pandemic.  Research participants stated that 

faculty communicated using a learning management system and corresponded with faculty by 

using email and telephone calls.    

Research Question Number Three:  What are the barriers to prelicensure undergraduate 

nursing students remaining engaged in learning during online synchronous classes? 

Research question number three examined the barriers that were identified by the 

participants that decreased student engagement in the synchronous online course. The themes 

identified were course structure and technology.  Participants described three sub-themes 
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related to the course structure and two sub-themes related to technology that created a barrier 

to student engagement during the synchronous online learning course.  

Course Structure.  Participants discussed that the course structure during 

synchronous online learning affected student engagement.  Specifically, the development of a 

successful online course by faculty promoted student engagement.  Preparation for online 

learning has been progressing for decades.  Nursing faculty have been attempting to establish 

online teaching strategies that promote student engagement in the event of a natural disaster, 

fire, or other condition that deters meeting in a face-to-face environment.  The COVID-19 

pandemic caused nursing faculty to propel their knowledge of online learning ten years into 

the future (Galloway, 2020).  In an article by Walters et al. (2017), faculty stated that student 

engagement in an online course was directly related to faculty experience developing a 

successful online course.   

Participants discussed that addressing student learning styles and providing diverse 

learning activities increased student engagement.  Teaching strategies that include diverse 

learning styles positively correlated to student engagement in the online classroom.  When 

developing a synchronous online learning course, diverse learning styles are an essential 

teaching strategy.  Sharoff (2019) found that varying the learning strategies throughout the 

class effectively incorporated different learning styles.  Furthermore, differing synchronous 

online teaching activities provided the synchronous online learning platform flexibility.  

Sharoff (2019) discovered that students could meet learning outcomes and experience 

increased student engagement. 

 Communication.  Participants suggested providing a structured course development 

process to enhance faculty-student communication.  Research participants stated that adding a 
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communication tool, such as a detailed syllabus and agenda, would improve student-faculty 

communication.  Interview data analysis revealed that providing a detailed course syllabus 

with the information provided regarding the length of the class, topics discussed, prework 

required, and planned activities would assist with keeping students on track for weekly 

expectations in the synchronous online learning setting.  Sharoff (2019) discussed that 

providing a syllabus offered additional organization for the students.  Organizing course 

materials and activities provided structure for students to follow during the synchronous 

online course (Watson et al., 2017).    

Incorporating frequent, short breaks throughout the class would enhance student 

learning and engagement.  Participants suggested that assuring videoconferencing lectures 

and discussions remain within a pre-determined time would ensure that students stay on task 

and increase engagement in the synchronous online learning classroom.  Coman et al. (2020) 

discussed that students stated that faculty did not offer timely breaks during synchronous 

online learning.  Offering short breaks throughout the synchronous online learning class 

ensures continued student engagement and success (Coman et al., 2020). 

 Participants discussed the advantages of offering virtual communication techniques 

by the synchronous online course faculty.  Providing virtual office hours, offering 

transparency and clarity of course requirements, and honoring the 24 to 48-hour rule for 

responding to emails are factors that would expand student success in a synchronous online 

learning course (Sharoff, 2019).  Furthermore, providing regular communication via emails 

and announcements will assist with keeping students informed about expectations and course 

criteria needing to be met (Sharoff, 2019).   
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Classroom Management.  Study findings suggest how imperative it is for faculty to 

garner control of the videoconferencing environment at the start of an online class.  

Participants discussed the importance of classroom management when conducting 

synchronous online courses.  The participants expressed that defining course expectations 

prior to attending the course would be beneficial.  Sharoff (2019) interceded that classroom 

management is critical when conducting a synchronous online course.  Online course 

expectations defined early on would increase student engagement in the synchronous online 

learning environment.   

An environment checklist for students prior to starting the videoconferencing class 

could assist the student in identifying their surrounding distractions.  Participants discussed 

that a provided checklist could aid in knowing what was expected of the student as well as 

provide information on how to troubleshoot distractions during the synchronous online 

learning course.  This checklist could highlight conditions such as finding a private space for 

online learning devoid of pets, children, and other family members.  Signs on the door to an 

area could lessen disturbances by directing potential interrupters to wait for specific times or 

breaks (Sharoff, 2019).  Sharoff (2019) recommended instructions provided on how to mute 

and unmute could be beneficial to lessen the environmental distractions during synchronous 

online learning.   

Finally, faculty must make a conscious effort to control audio and visual distractions 

during synchronous online learning (Sharoff, 2019).  Participants suggested attaining 

additional staff or faculty could be beneficial to decreasing distractions during synchronous 

online learning.  Additional staff or faculty could mute and monitor students during the 

synchronous videoconferencing lecture. 
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 Distractions.  Distractions were irrefutably a barrier to student engagement during a 

synchronous online learning course.  Participants discussed environmental distractions, 

including background noise, unmuted videoconferencing attendees, and interruptions from 

the attendee’s surroundings, children, pets, and family members.  Other distractions involved 

not being able to see everyone in the classroom at the same time, classmates texting or calling 

during a synchronous online videoconferencing class, and inattentiveness due to the length of 

the online lecture or activity.  Chhetri (2020) observed that students had impaired learning 

when attention was divided in the synchronous online learning environment.  Choe et al. 

(2019) discussed minimizing distractions to develop a workflow and learning style that 

promoted student engagement.   

Technology.  Technology is undeniably the most important factor when determining 

synchronous online learning success and student engagement.  Participants expressed those 

difficulties with technology for both the faculty and students, which hindered learning and 

decreased student engagement in synchronous online learning.  Participants discussed the 

technology barriers that significantly affected student engagement in synchronous online 

learning.  These included:  basic knowledge of how the online platform operated, class 

interaction through technology, and internet connectivity and accessibility.  

Basic knowledge of how the online platform operated was a faculty and student 

barrier to learning in synchronous online classes.  Research participants expressed 

dissatisfaction in synchronous online learning if the course faculty was unfamiliar with the 

online course's technological platform.  It was evident from the participants that faculty had a 

wide range of understanding of the technological portion of the synchronous online class.  

Some faculty were comfortable with the technological platform, while others struggled.  
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Findings from the study were supported by the review of literature in that the faculty 

knowledge of synchronous online learning technology greatly improved student engagement 

(Sit et al., 2005; Kreie et al., 2017).  

Participants discussed their frustrations with communicating through technology 

during a synchronous online course.  Most participants utilized a web-based communication 

platform to participate in the synchronous online course.  Discussions pertaining to the 

difficulty of answering questions fast enough during the synchronous online classroom or 

utilizing the chat box in the web-based communication tool dampened student engagement.  

Sharoff (2019) discussed creative online strategies to promote student engagement during 

synchronous online learning.  These techniques included utilizing breakout rooms, repetition 

of course information, and providing students ample time to ask questions through the 

technological platform.   

Internet connectivity and accessibility was a technological barrier to student 

engagement in the synchronous online learning environment.  Participants expressed their 

frustrations linked to poor internet connection or accessibility.  The literature supports 

technology as a barrier due to internet connectivity and accessibility.  Sit et al. (2005) 

identified that internet accessibility was a disadvantage to online learning.     

Research Questions Number Four:  How do prelicensure undergraduate nursing students 

apply past learning techniques as a building block to engaging in synchronous online 

learning? 

Question four dealt with tying in the theoretical framework, Constructivism, into the 

research performed.  The definition of Constructivism is to draw on past experiences and 

apply them to a current learning situation.   Participants indicated that building on past 
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experiences assisted with increasing the confidence and participation of the students.  

Likewise, the participants suggested that assisting students to be more productive in their 

academic future by experiencing teaching strategies that promoted engagement during the 

synchronous online learning setting in previous courses aided building on those experiences 

in the current classrooms.  Teaching strategies that built upon each other promoted continued 

learning in the synchronous online environment and fostered increased student engagement.   

In Legg et al. (2007), constructivist methodologies beneficial in a nursing program for 

nursing students included providing real-world scenarios for students to problem-solve.  

Participants identified active, online case studies, developed critical thinking skills and 

promoted communication through online chat boxes and breakout rooms during synchronous 

online learning.  Furthermore, teaching strategies such as the polling feature and Poll 

Everywhere built upon past knowledge and increased student learning success. 

As found in the review of literature, Kantar’s (2013) four assumptions for learning 

can be applied to the research.  The first assumption, knowledge assumption, was 

demonstrated by the participants in their responses regarding past learning situations.  All the 

participants identified that past courses assisted learning in the synchronous online learning 

course.   The second assumption concluded that students must cooperate to create their 

learning.  A common thread within the participants' interviews spoke to collaboration with 

peers and faculty during a synchronous online course.  The third assumption was self-

regulation.  Students must utilize self-direction, self-monitoring, and self-assessment to 

promote understanding.  Participants identified that participating in the synchronous online 

teaching strategies did increase learning and student success.  Finally, the fourth assumption 
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is motivation.  Participants recognized that self-motivation was a critical factor to learning in 

a synchronous online learning environment (Kantar, 2013).  

The core principle that evolved in the Constructivist Theory was that education is a 

process performed by the student and facilitated by the educator.  Legg et al. (2007) 

discussed using the constructivist theory in the online learning nursing classrooms as an 

experience that allows students to be empowered and take charge of their learning.  

Participants expressed that faculty available during the synchronous online learning class led 

to the facilitation and guidance for online learning that increased student engagement.   

Limitations of the Study 

This study had several limitations.  One limitation was the limitation to the participant 

sample.  Limitations to the participant sample included the lack of community college site 

participants.  All participating sites were categorized as a university.  An interesting 

viewpoint might be adapted from a community college site.  Another limitation to the 

participant sample was diversity.  All participants were female and rather homogeneous; thus 

the results of the study could have been affected by generalization.  The reliability of self-

reported information could be an additional limitation.  The mere fact that most participants 

experienced a negative reaction to student engagement in the synchronous online learning 

environment could be an effect of discourse.  Participants could have signed up for a face-to-

face course and were offered a synchronous online course during the pandemic instead.  This 

course of action could have affected the participant’s answers to the interview questions.  The 

risk of response bias could be another noted limitation to the study.  The researcher's response 

to participants' interview questions could be varied.  Rigor and risk of response bias may have 

been difficult to maintain due to the researcher's presence during data gathering.   
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Implications/Recommendations for Education 

Recommendations for student engagement involve introducing synchronous online 

learning expectations and responsibilities in a nursing orientation course provided in the 

introductory semesters of a nursing program.  Reiterating the synchronous online learning 

expectations throughout the nursing program improves the knowledge of synchronous online 

course structure and increases student engagement.  Furthermore, communicating with 

students regarding what expectations and responsibilities are required could be an effective 

tool for increased student engagement.  

The research brought to light a surprising fact that participants identified that some 

faculty focus on getting the information out to the students in a synchronous online learning 

class, with less focus on student engagement.  A major implication for faculty success in a 

synchronous online learning classroom would be focusing on student engagement first.  The 

capability of presenting needed information in a manner in which student engagement is 

enhanced during synchronous online learning is an important concept for faculty to be 

effective in the synchronous online course.   

The application of teaching strategies that enhance student learning and engagement 

is crucial for synchronous online learning.  Faculty may need to get out of their comfort zone 

of lecturing from slides.  The research suggested that finding teaching strategies to actively 

engage and externally motivate students by providing slides with blanks could increase 

student engagement by requiring students to listen to the lecture to fill in the blank spaces.    

Technology is a massive barrier to the success of synchronous online learning.  This 

research identified that faculty have different levels of comfort regarding technology in 

synchronous online learning.  A suggestion outlined in the Little Student Engagement 
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Framework would be, to begin with, a detailed needs assessment of all faculty.  Beginning 

with a needs assessment for technology would be beneficial when assessing faculty skills for 

teaching a synchronous online course.  Faculty could identify areas in technology that they 

might need additional training.  Furthermore, faculty will be at different stages of 

understanding the use of technology in synchronous online learning.  Faculty requiring 

additional technical assistance could have further tutelage, while faculty that feel confident in 

their technical knowledge would require support and less instruction. 

Once a faculty needs assessment is completed, providing faculty development with 

synchronous online learning technology is imperative.  Faculty development can be designed 

and implemented for the most beneficial effect for all faculty involved by utilizing the 

information obtained through the faculty needs assessment.  Faculty development could be 

tailored to provide step-by-step instruction with tutelage or overarching advanced instruction 

for faculty that require less assistance.  Faculty development must be conducted to ensure 

high-quality synchronous online learning experiences, incorporate faculty competency, 

teaching and evaluation methods, best practices for online learning, and student satisfaction 

(Walters et al., 2017).  Providing rich faculty development regarding synchronous online 

technology will provide faculty with the confidence and support needed to make the 

synchronous online teaching platform successful.  Research participants agreed that student 

engagement increased with faculty's increased comfort level of synchronous online learning 

technology.  

Overcoming student barriers to technology include student education on synchronous 

online learning.  Informal information on synchronous online learning technology should be 

offered throughout the nursing program.  Beginning in the nursing orientation courses, 
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whether online or face-to-face, reiterating the importance of technology will bolster 

engagement and knowledge of the interconnectivity of technology in the synchronous online 

classroom.  Preparing for impromptu online courses will ensure success and increase student 

engagement in the synchronous online class.  Identifying students that require more training 

or assistance with internet connectivity and accessibility at an early stage in the nursing 

program will provide student support and success.  

Lastly, the application of synchronous online learning in a face-to-face course would 

assist with maintaining technology and teaching strategies fresh in the minds of faculty, 

should unplanned synchronous online learning platforms be required during the semester.  

Providing one or two classes during a face-to-face semester could successfully apply 

synchronous online learning for both the student and the faculty.   

Future Research 

Replication of the study with a larger sample size would assist with a greater 

understanding of student engagement in a synchronous online learning setting.  Furthermore, 

obtaining more detailed demographics may lead to understanding student engagement related 

to gender, age, and grade point average in the synchronous online learning setting.  Another 

interest may be discovering how generations perceive different teaching strategies that 

encourage student engagement during synchronous online learning.  Additionally, comparing 

various learning styles to teaching strategies that promoted engagement would be beneficial 

to include students that are extroverts or introverts.  There is a need to determine where 

faculty stand in understanding the synchronous online learning technology platform would 

set the stage for future success with online technology.       
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This study should be expanded to include several geographical locations that would 

feature teaching strategies that promote student engagement in synchronous online learning 

nationwide.  There is also a need to explore students' synchronous online learning from 

community colleges. 

A quantitative or mixed-methods study would benefit future research on teaching 

strategies that promote student engagement in synchronous online learning.  Detailed 

interviews could be presented with both open-ended and closed-ended interview questions.  

A statistical analysis portion of the research could garner different teaching strategies that 

promote student engagement in synchronous online learning.       

Summary 

 A phenomenological approach was used to answer the research question, “How do 

prelicensure undergraduate nursing students studying in the Midwest engage during online 

synchronous classes?”  Creswell and Creswell’s (2018) Tesch’s eight steps to data analysis 

revealed four themes with additional identified sub-themes:  (a) course structure with sub-

themes of communication, classroom management, and distractions;  (b) student engagement 

with sub-themes of emotional, behavioral, and cognitive engagement;  (c) technology with 

sub-themes of faculty barriers and student barriers; and (d) online teaching strategies with the 

sub-themes of strategies that promote student engagement and strategies that do not promote 

student engagement. 

 With the uncertainty of prelicensure nursing program theory courses continuing in a 

face-to-face format during the COVID-19 pandemic and the prospect of teaching 

synchronous online nursing courses to educate future nurses, faculty must be prepared to 

offer high-quality pedagogy in the synchronous online learning platform.  This study strongly 
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supports the identification of teaching strategies that assist with promoting student 

engagement in the synchronous online classroom.  Additionally, barriers to student 

engagement in the synchronous online learning classroom were acknowledged.  Recognition 

of known barriers to student engagement can aid nursing program faculty in avoiding 

strategies and techniques that hinder student success.   

 The Constructivist Theory of Learning in the synchronous online learning 

environment can assist nursing faculty with the knowledge of providing teaching strategies 

that build upon each other.  An increase in facilitating effective teaching strategies by faculty 

in the synchronous online learning classroom supports student learning and promotes student 

engagement.   
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Appendix A 

Letter of Query 

<Name> 

<Address> 

 

Dear <Dean’s Name>,       

I am a doctoral student from Bryan College of Health Sciences in Lincoln, Nebraska.  My 

study is titled, Exploring Prelicensure Undergraduate Nursing Students’ Lived Experiences 

of Engagement in Synchronous Online Learning.  I am writing to request your assistance with 

disseminating my Invitation to Participate.  I have received IRB approval from Bryan College 

of Health Sciences.  If further IRB approval is indicated through your institution, I would 

appreciate a contact name and number. 

The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study is to explore teaching strategies that 

enhance student engagement with prelicensure undergraduate nursing students in 

synchronous online learning.  I will be conducting interviews via a web-based 

communication tool such as Zoom.  I am requesting you disseminate the Invitation to 

Participate (see attached) to your prelicensure nursing students.   Interested students will 

contact me via email.  The interview will be approximately one hour.  The risks to 

participating in this study are minimal.  Although demographic information will be collected, 

such as age and nursing program location, each participant will be assigned a pseudonym.  

All demographic information and participant interviews will be kept confidential in a 

password-protected computer housed in a locked office.   

If you have questions about this study, please contact me or my dissertation chair, Lina 

Bostwick, EdD RN, at lina.bostwick@bryanhealthcollege.edu.  You may also contact the 

Bryan College of Health Sciences IRB at 402-481-3967. 

Thank you for your consideration of disseminating the Invitation to Participate. 

Regards,  

Heidi Little, EdD-C, RN 

402-481-8713 Office 

Heidi.little@bryanhealthcollege.edu 
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Appendix B 

Letter to Dean for Invitation to Participate Dissemination 

<Name> 

<Address> 

 

Dear <Dean’s Name>,       

I am a doctoral student from Bryan College of Health Sciences in Lincoln, Nebraska.  My 

study is titled, Exploring Prelicensure Undergraduate Nursing Students’ Lived Experiences 

of Engagement in Synchronous Online Learning.  I am writing to request your assistance with 

disseminating my Invitation to Participate.  I have received IRB approval from Bryan College 

of Health Sciences.  If further IRB approval is indicated through your institution, I would 

appreciate a contact name and number. 

The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study is to explore teaching strategies that 

enhance student engagement with prelicensure undergraduate nursing students in 

synchronous online learning.  I will be conducting interviews via a web-based 

communication tool such as Zoom.  I am requesting you disseminate the Invitation to 

Participate (see attached) to your prelicensure nursing students.   Interested students will 

contact me via email.  The interview will be approximately one hour.  The risks to 

participating in this study are minimal.  Although demographic information will be collected, 

such as age and personal email contact, each participant will be assigned a pseudonym.  All 

demographic information and participant interviews will be kept confidential in a password-

protected computer housed in a locked office.   

I am requesting that you send the invitation now to the prelicensure nursing students in your 

nursing program.  The research interviews will be conducted through November 30, 2021.   

If you have questions about this study, please contact me or my dissertation chair, Lina 

Bostwick, EdD RN, at lina.bostwick@bryanhealthcollege.edu.  You may also contact the 

Bryan College of Health Sciences IRB at 402-481-3967. 

Thank you for your consideration of disseminating the Invitation to Participate. 

Regards,  

Heidi Little, EdD-C, RN 

402-481-8713 Office 

Heidi.little@bryanhealthcollege.edu 
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Appendix C 

Invitation to Participate 

Dear nursing student, 

You are invited to participate in my dissertation study titled “Exploring Prelicensure 

Undergraduate Nursing Students’ Lived Experiences of Engagement in Synchronous Online 

Learning.” This study explores teaching techniques that enhance student engagement with 

prelicensure undergraduate nursing students in real-time online learning.  To understand 

factors that affect nursing student learning while attending real-time online learning, I will 

ask you a set of questions during an hour-long interview.  This study is approved by BCHS 

IRB #2107-004. 

You must have taken, or are taking, an online nursing course within the past two years.  You 

must be age 19 or older and can read and understand the English language.  Students who 

have already obtained a nursing license (e.g., RN-BSN) may not participate. 

Participation is voluntary.  You may withdraw at any time without any consequences to the 

relationship you have with the college/university, Bryan College of Health Sciences, or an 

impact to your grades.  It is your choice to participate by contacting me via email.  The risks 

to participating in this study are minimal and include loss of time given to complete the 

interview questions and possible breach of confidentiality.  You may benefit from better 

understanding your engagement during real-time online learning and what teaching 

techniques motivate you to engage in real-time online learning.  

Informed consent will be obtained before any interview questions.  Interviews will end 

November 30, 2021.  Interviews will occur via a web-based communication tool, such as 

Zoom.   

You will receive a $10.00 Visa e-gift card as appreciation for your time.   

If you have questions about my study, please contact me, Heidi Little, at 402-481-8713 or 

Heidi.little@bryanhealthcollege.edu and/or my dissertation chair, Lina Bostwick EdD RN, at 

402-481-8717 or lina.bostwick@bryanhealthcollege.edu.  If you have any questions about 

your rights as a research participant, you may call the IRB at 402-481-3967. 

Thank you for participating in my study! 

Heidi Little, EdD-C, RN 
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Appendix D 

Email/Phone Script 

For Use with Prospective Participants 

Introduction 

Thank you so much for contacting me about your interest in participating in this study.  The 

study explores teaching techniques that enhance student engagement with prelicensure 

undergraduate nursing students in real-time online learning.  Participation in this study is 

completely voluntary and involves a one-on-one interview estimated to last 60 minutes.  The 

interview will occur via Zoom, in which I will send you a password-protected private link. 

Inclusion/Exclusion Screening Criteria 

Before we begin, I would like to verify the following information: 

Inclusion Criteria: 

1.  Are you age 19 or older? 

Yes______  No______ 

2. Are you attending a nursing program that includes the following:  ADN, BSN, or 

accelerated nursing program in the Midwest? 

3. Yes______  No______ 

4. Are you attending a nursing program six credit hours or more? 

5. Yes______  No______ 

6. Have you, or are you, participating in a nursing theory course that offered online 

learning with real-time classrooms within the past two years? 

7. Yes______  No______ 

Exclusion Criteria: 

1. Have you obtained a nursing license? 

2. Yes______  No______ 

3. Have you not attended an online nursing theory course? 

Yes______  No______ 

Have the participant return the preceding answers.  Do prospective participants meet the 

criteria? 

 Yes –You meet the study criteria, so let’s talk about the interview.  Proceed to 

Interview Scheduling. 

 No—Unfortunately, you did not meet all of the criteria required to be in the study.  

Thank you so much for reaching out regarding this study.  If you know of others who may like 

to participate, I appreciate you providing them with my contact information.  Thanks again. 

Interview Scheduling 

The interview is estimated to take 60 minutes.  What day and time would work well for you 

to be interviewed? 

Date:     Time: 

Contact Information 
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I need to gather some essential contact information for my records.  I need your full name and 

personal email address.  I will use your email address to send you the DocuSign information 

to sign the informed consent.  I will also use your email to send you a Visa e-gift card.  I will 

keep all of your identifying contact information confidential and destroy it upon completing 

my study.  Are you comfortable providing me with your name and contact information at this 

time?  

 Record information on a separate contact information spreadsheet. 

Participants Rights and Consent 

Your name will appear on a consent form that you will need to sign via DocuSign.  This 

consent will be provided at the beginning of the scheduled interview and completed before 

the interview begins.  DocuSign is an email-based signature system that you can open from 

your email and sign at the time of the interview.  Keep in mind that participation in this study 

is voluntary, and you can withdraw at any time.  Choosing not to participate or withdrawing 

from the study will not damage your relationship with me or Bryan College of Health 

Sciences. 

I will email you the day before your scheduled interview to provide you the Zoom link.  

Upon beginning the interview, I will allow you to ask any questions about the study, the 

informed consent, and the “Rights of Research Participants.”  After answering your 

questions, and you would like to proceed, I will review the informed consent and obtain an 

electronic signature via DocuSign.  Then we will proceed with the interview. 

Closing 

What questions do you have at this time? 

Please reach out to me if any questions or concerns arise in advance of the interview or if you 

need to reschedule your interview time.  Thank you, again, for contacting me!  I am looking 

forward to meeting you and hearing your story.  I will see you via Zoom on _____(date) at 

____(time) 
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Appendix E 

Adult Consent Form 

IRB protocol #2107-004: 

Formal Study Title:   

EXPLORING PRELICENSURE UNDERGRADUATE NURSING STUDENTS’ 

LIVED EXPERIENCES OF ENGAGEMENT IN SYNCHRONOUS ONLINE 

LEARNING  

Participant Study Title:  

A RESEARCH STUDY TO EXPLORE TEACHING TECHNIQUES TO ENHANCE 

STUDENT ONLINE LEARNING DURING REAL-TIME. 

Study Personnel: 

Heidi Little 

Work: (402)-481-8713 

heidi.little@bryanhealthcollege.edu 

www.bryanhealthcollege.edu 

Key Study Information: 

 Nursing students age 19 or older are eligible to participate in this study. 

 Participation is voluntary, and participants may stop participating at any time without 

consequence. 

 Participants will take part in one individual interview for approximately 60 minutes 

via Zoom. 

 Participants will be asked questions about lived experiences during real-time online 

learning. 

 Participants will select a fake name to use during the interview to protect their 

privacy.  

 Risks to participating include potential temporary discomfort and emotional distress, 

loss of confidentiality or privacy, and loss of time.  The PI will take many steps to 

lower these risks. 

 Participants will be given a copy of this consent form. 

Invitation: You are invited to participate in this research study because you are a nursing 

student enrolled in a nursing program to receive a nursing degree. You will be asked to share 

your experiences with teaching techniques that promote engagement during synchronous 

online learning during an interview. In order to participate in the interview, you will need to 

access a computer with a personal email to obtain the Zoom link.  The interview will be held 

in Zoom and should last about 60 minutes. The interview will be audio-recorded and 

transcribed into an electronic text file.  The PI will audio record the interview.  The audio 

recordings will be shared securely with a transcriptionist who has signed an agreement to 

keep the information confidential.  The transcriptionist will create a text file of the interview 

and securely share the file (transcript) with the PI via Dropbox.   PI will analyze the 

transcripts for themes in participant's responses.  You may be asked to review the preliminary 

results and provide feedback.  If feedback is required, the PI will contact you via your email.  

The information in this form is written to assist you with deciding whether to participate.  If 

you have questions, please contact me before the interview. 

mailto:Heidi.little@bryanhealthcollege.edu
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Why are you being asked to be in this research study?  You are being asked to participate 

in this study because you are in a prelicensure nursing program (ADN, BSN, or accelerated 

nursing program) in the Midwest.  Additionally, you are a PT (6-credits) or full-time (12 

credits) nursing student who took a synchronous online nursing course within the past two 

years, or are taking a synchronous online course currently. 

What is the reason for doing this research study?  The purpose of this qualitative research 

study is to explore teaching techniques that may or may not have helped you to stay focused 

during online nursing classes, where all your classmates were learning at the same time, but 

not necessarily in the same place. 

What will be done during this research study?  If you choose to be in this study, you will 

sign this Adult Consent Form via DocuSign after the PI has reviewed it with you.  The PI will 

ask you for some basic information about yourself and the nursing program you are 

attending.  To protect your privacy, you will select a fake name to be used during the 

interview.  The interview will consist of questions about your experiences with real-time 

online learning in your nursing program.  The interview should last approximately 60 

minutes.  To further protect your identity, you will assign yourself a fake name.  The PI will 

change the names of any specific people or places in the transcript.   

How will my data/samples/images be used?  None of your personal information will be 

linked to you or your interview responses.  Demographic data will be grouped with the 

information about all participants and included in the research findings.  Your name will not 

be shared with anyone.  The PI will use your personal email to send correspondence 

regarding the interview date and time.  Your personal email will also be used for sending the 

completed summary of the interview themes and sub-themes for review by you.  Your 

interview transcript will be identified by your fake name and will not be shared with 

researchers other than the Committee Advisor.   

What commercial benefits will I get from research conducted on my 

data/samples/images?  You will not receive commercial benefits by participating in this 

research. 

What will happen to my data/samples/images once the study is completed?  Once the 

study is completed, all electronic data will be stored on a password-protected personal 

computer and stored in a person Google Drive account.  All paper copies of forms and 

interview notes will be stored inside a locked cabinet inside a locked office.  These steps will 

be taken to protect your privacy further.  Your interview data will be shared with a 

transcriptionist.  Your interview data will be securely retained by the PI for up to five years 

and will not be used for any purpose other than this study.  All your identifying information 

will be destroyed upon completion of the study.  Research findings may be shared with the 

faculty at Bryan College of Health Sciences and may be presented in professional journals 

and other presentation settings.   

Will I be notified of the findings from the research study?  You will not be notified of the 

final findings.   

What are the possible risks of being in this research study?  One risk of being in this 

research study is possible temporary emotional distress, such as feeling anxious, angry, or 

stressed while reflecting on past experiences.  To lower this risk, you may take a break at any 

point during the interview or end the interview at any time without impacting your job or 

school status, nor your relationship with the PI or with Bryan College of Health Sciences.  

You could also experience a loss of privacy and confidentiality. Your research data will be 



 

100 

 

password protected and use two-step verification to access housed in Google Drive.  Every 

effort will be made to protect your privacy and keep your data confidentiality.  Lastly, a loss 

of personal time will incur during the 60-minute interview.  

If appropriate, what is the approximate number of participants in this research study?  

Approximately three to fifteen participants are expected for this research study. 

What are the possible benefits to you?  Participating in this research study may bring a 

heightened awareness of student engagement in real-time online learning.  You may gain 

insight into how different teaching techniques enhanced your learning during a real-time 

online learning course.  There could be no known direct benefits to you by participating in 

this research study; however, you may find personal benefit in telling your experiences with 

real-time online learning.   

What are the possible benefits to other people?  The information gained from this study 

may guide educators to adapt teaching techniques that improve learning in an online nursing 

course in which learning is taking place in real-time. 

What are the alternatives to being in this research study?  The alternative to participating 

in this study is to choose not to participate in this study. 

What will it cost you to be in this research study?  There are no known direct costs to 

participate in this research study.  You could incur costs related to loss of personal time by 

participating in this study.   

Will you be rewarded or compensated for being in this research study?  As a token of 

thanks, a $10 Visa e-card will be sent to you via your personal email account at the beginning 

of the interview.   

What should you do if you have a problem during this research study?  Your welfare is a 

significant concern of the PI.  Every effort will be made to lessen emotional distress.  You 

may request a break or end the interview at any time.  Should you need follow-up care related 

to emotional distress, some reasonably accessible options are listed for you. 

If you experience mild to moderate distress, you may need professional follow-up care. Any 

professional assistance you seek will be at your own financial cost.  

How will information about you be protected?  The PI will take steps to protect your 

privacy and confidentiality.  Your contact information – your name, personal email address, 

and city and state of residence – will be stored in a separate file on a password-protected 

computer.  Fake names will be used during the recorded interview and subsequent transcripts.  

All electronic data will be stored in a personal Google Drive account that uses two-step 

verification to access a private drive on a password-protected computer.  The audio 

recordings and all paper forms will be kept in a locked box, in a locked office, to which only 

the PI has access.  At any time that the audio recordings, computer, and all paper forms are 

transported for analysis, they will inside a locked computer bag.  The PI will carefully select 

quotes to protect your identity.  If needed, the PI will use fake names for specific people or 

places in the interview transcript. 

What are your rights as a research participant?  You have rights as a research participant. 

These rights have been explained within this consent form.  You have also been given the 

“Rights of Research Participants” information.  If you have any questions concerning your 

rights about the research, contact the investigator or the Institutional Review Board (IRB): 

Bryan College of Health Sciences 

Institution Review Board Chair 

Telephone: 402-481-3801 
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Email: IRB@bryanhealthcollege.edu 

What will happen if you decide not to be in this research study or decide to stop 

participating once you start? You can choose not to be in this research study, or you can 

stop (withdraw) being in this research study at any time before, during, or after the study 

begins.  If you decide to withdraw from the study after receiving compensation, you will not 

lose the e-gift card provided to you. 

Documentation of Informed Consent 

You are freely deciding to participate in this research study. Signing this form means that: 

1. You have read and understood this consent form. 

2. You have had the consent form explained to you. 

3. You have had your questions answered. 

4. You have decided to be in this research study.  

If you have any questions during the study, you should talk to one of the investigators listed 

below.  You will be given a copy of this consent form to keep for your records. 

Participant’s signature: _____________________________________________________ 

Date: ______________________ Time: ____________________ 

My signature certifies that all the elements of informed consent described in this consent 

form have been explained fully to the participant.  In my judgement, the participant possesses 

the legal capacity to give informed consent to participate in this research study and is 

voluntarily and knowingly providing informed consent to participate.  

Signature of Person Obtaining Consent: 

_________________________________________ 

Date: ______________________ Time: ____________________ 

 

Authorized Study Personnel 

Principal Investigator: 

Heidi Little, MSN/MBA, RN 

Bryan College of Health Sciences 

1535 South 52nd St. Lincoln, NE 68506 

402-481-8713 

heidi.little@bryanhealthcollege.edu 

Co-investigator OR Committee Advisor: 

Lina Bostwick, EdD, RN 

Bryan College of Health Sciences 

1535 South 52nd St. Lincoln, NE 68506 

402-481- 8717 

lina.bostwick@bryanhealth.org 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:Heidi.little@bryanhealthcollege.edu
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Appendix F 

Interview Protocol Form 

Directions: The PI will utilize this form as a guide for asking the semi-structured interview 

questions. Additionally, the PI may use this form to record pertinent research notes during the 

interview sessions due to the audiotaped interviews.  

Title:  Exploring Prelicensure Undergraduate Nursing Students’ Lived Experiences of 

Engagement in Synchronous Online Learning. 

Date:  

Time: 

Location of Zoom call:  

Interviewer:   Heidi Little 

Interviewee: 

Icebreaker question:  How have you (will you) spent(d) the day? 

The Institutional Review Board at Bryan College of Health Sciences has approved this study.  

The purpose is to explore teaching techniques that enhance student engagement with 

prelicensure undergraduate nursing students in real-time online learning.  Participation in this 

study is voluntary.  You may end the interview at any time.  Your decision to participate or 

withdraw from this study will not affect your relationship with me or Bryan College of 

Health Sciences.  This interview will be audio-recorded and transcribed.  I will also write 

notes as you are speaking. 

One risk of participating may include mild emotional distress, such as anxiety or stress upon 

describing your experiences.  You may take breaks or ask to end the interview at any time.  

Another risk of participating is loss of confidentiality or privacy.  However, I will take steps 

to lower that risk.  During the interview, I will refer to you using a fake name that you select.  

Please try not to name specific colleges and geographic locations to protect your identity as 

you talk.  All interview data will be stored securely using password-protected and encrypted 

devices and physical locks.  Research findings will be shared with the faculty at Bryan 

College of Health Sciences and may be presented in professional journals and settings.  The 

interview consists of seven questions, and I estimate that the interview will last about 60 

minutes.  You will be sent a $10 Visa e-gift card before this interview as a token for your 

time spent with me. 

Go over “Rights of Research Participants” and adult informed consent with the 

participant. 

Do you have questions about the “Rights of Research Participants” or adult informed consent 

that we have gone over?  Your agreement to participate in the study will serve as informed 

consent, and I will be happy to answer questions at this time. 

Ensure adult informed consent has been signed via DocuSign. 

Thank you very much, _________________________, for taking the time to share your 

experiences with me today. 

I would like to confirm the personal email address on file to send the $10 Visa e-gift card 

before we begin the interview. 

If yes, what is your email? ___________________________________ 

 

Prompts that the interviewer may use as needed throughout the interview: 
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 “Tell me more about…” 

 “I need more detail about…” 

 “Could you explain your response in more depth?” 

 “What does ______________ Mean?” 

“I am now recording the interview.”  

The following definition of terms will be shared with each participant: 

 Synchronous Classroom (or real-time classroom) 

 Student Engagement 

 Teaching Strategies (techniques) 

 

 

Content Question:  Let’s start with you describing or telling me about what it is like to learn 

when the faculty and students are online together, as a classroom. 

 

 

 

 

 

Sub-question 1:  Discuss the similarities in all the real-time online classes you have 

taken? 

 

 

 

 

 

Probing-question: How would you describe these similarities?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sub-question 2: Tell me about your preference for similarity or differences in how 

faculty presents class content in the synchronized classroom.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Probing-question: Will you please share examples of the preference you 

named? 
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Sub-question 3:  How have you participated in the online classroom? 

 

 

 

Probing-question: From your experiences, do all students have a chance to 

participate in the online classroom? 

 

 

 

Probing-question:  Tell me about what that looks, sounds, or feels like as an 

on-line student. 

 

 

 

Probing-question:  As a student in the real-time online class, what 

opportunities do you have to meet new peers? 

 

Probing-question.  As a student in the real-time online class, what 

opportunities do you have to work with a student from your cohort that you 

have never worked with before? 

 

 

 

 

 

Sub-question 4:  Tell me about your overall sense of classroom participation from 

your online classroom experience. 

 

 

 

Probing-question: Tell me about your impression of an overall class’s sense of 

engagement in the online setting. 

 

 

 

Probing-question:  How would you describe barriers of student classroom 

engagement that you have experienced in the online real-time setting?  
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Sub-question 5:  Will you describe how you have experienced a real-time classroom 

setting that draws upon your previous learning from semesters past or the clinical 

setting? 

 

 

 

Probing-question:  Is there a specific teaching style that you recall that 

engaged you more with the class?   

 

 

 

Probing-question:  Was there a specific teaching strategy that helped you 

engage more with your cohort? 

 

 

 

Probing-question:  Tell me about how the faculty guided you in learning 

during these specific teaching techniques. 

 

 

 

 

Sub-question 6:  What are your preferred teaching styles used by faculty? 

 

 

 

Probing-question: When you think about these preferences, is there 

engagement that you recall?  Please describe or provide an example. 

 

 

 

 

Sub-question 7:  Is there anything else you would like to share or believe that it would 

be important for me to know about your experience with online real-time classrooms? 

 

Closing Instructions:   

This will conclude the interview.  Thank you, once again, for your time participating in this 

study.  I will take all appropriate measures to ensure your privacy and confidentiality. 

May I contact you if needed to clarify certain points?  ______yes _______no 

May I send you an email with the initial themes I identify as I analyze the interview data to 

check that I have accurately reflected your viewpoints?  ______yes ______no 

Do you have any final questions about the research study?   
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Appendix G 

Themes and Sub-Themes Table 

Theme Participant Quotes that Support Theme 

Course Structure In person [classroom] we went through the 

PowerPoints in class and outside commentary 

beyond what was on the PowerPoint was explained 

and examples were given. Questions were able to be 

asked real-time as they were going through it.  In 

the online synchronous classroom, we didn’t do 

online PowerPoint presentations as though we were 

in the class. We would meet for an hour, talk about 

the expectations, and answer any questions 

 

 Classroom Management. 

 “I just feel like the learning that you are going to 

have to do in an online format is a lot more 

beneficial if you structure it if students can engage 

as much as possible.”  

 “another thing that really challenged me, I guess, 

was, it was a long time to sit.  I don’t sit still, but I 

would much rather sit in a classroom for those three 

hours or whatever it was versus sitting over a zoom 

and learning that way”. 

 

 

Communication. 

 I feel like structure helps, like giving students an 

agenda ahead of time, especially for those classes 

where we know we will be sitting for five hours.  

Please tell us when we are going to have breaks at 

the start or what content is going to be covered 

when. 

 “I feel like having prep work done ahead of time and 

possibly having people submit it ahead of time 

[could provide] more of a time to ask questions and 

focus.” 

 

 

Distractions. 

 “it was a struggle for all of us, just because it was 

easy to be distracted.”   
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 “I think it was often somewhat distracting, different 

people with different backgrounds and noises.”   

 because when you are not in a classroom and 

studying, you are looking at everything else except 

your laptop.  You are looking at, you know, there is 

a paint chip on the wall, maybe I should fix that, or I 

really need to do the dishes tonight. Then you realize 

that you are in class again and you haven’t been 

paying attention, and it was incredibly hard. It was 

hard to stay motivated. 

 “personally, I struggled to stay focused, just 

because I didn’t have that direct face to face contact 

in the classroom.”   

 “I am not going to sit in a classroom and be on my 

phone, it’s pretty easy to sit behind a screen and 

have my phone off to the side and for it to still 

appear that I am paying attention.”   

 “I have had varied experiences, some of them were 

a bit chaotic and disorganized, and others were very 

organized, and learning was happening, and there 

were interactions between, not only myself and the 

instructor, but myself and other students.” 

 “The difference is when you are on Zoom you are 

less focused on it, just because there are so many 

distractions, so I think it is necessary to have some 

interactive piece to the Zoom or else you are going 

to have your students just going all over the place 

and doing other things and online shopping.” 

 “the stress of a pandemic had a lot to do with it. I 

felt like people have very high levels of anxiety, I 

personally had a high level of anxiety, and that kept 

me from being able to sit still and like watch zoom”.   

 I would get phone calls or texts from students 

afterward, and they were like did you get anything 

out of that zoom meeting? Or what was that all 

about or is there something we are supposed to do. 

Some of the students had shared with me that it was 

just a droning experience that just put them to sleep, 

and they couldn’t even become engaged. 

 “I would be texting my friends individually who are 

in the class, and they are like, I am cleaning my 

room right now [and I would say] like okay we 

aren’t really doing anything.” 
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Student Engagement 

 

Emotional Engagement.  

 I think there are usually a select two to three 

students out of our 90-student class that actually 

responded in the chat or unmuted their microphones 

and responded to the questions, but I think other 

than that, there is not a very wide variety of class 

responses or just class participation in general.   

 “I felt people who had their video off were often not 

paying attention, and then questions had to be asked 

again and again that were already covered.” 

 it seemed as we went through that semester, some of 

the engagement by the students decreased, which I 

thought was evident by the fact that they turned off 

their video setting, and it was just their name that 

showed.  You were not aware, or the teacher wasn’t 

aware if they were participating, even involved, or 

engaged in the teaching that was occurring. 

 

Behavioral Engagement. 

 “I think there was a lot of learning on the student 

side on how to engage and how to listen and how to 

learn.”   

 it’s very much a student’s job to stay focused and 

motivated.  I found that throughout the first 

semester, I was just sitting in my room on my 

computer just writing down notes and just like 

finding myself getting tired or not motivated to pay 

attention and actively learn.  Then the second 

semester, I was motivated to stay, I wanted to 

change something to stay motivated, so I made some 

changes with like how I was taking my notes, or 

where I was sitting, or like I made sure I was sitting 

at my desk and doing that so I really think it is the 

student’s job to stay motivated as well and I think it 

is not all on the teacher to keep their students 

motivated. 

 I feel like it [synchronous online learning] is good 

for people who need that extra structure and who 

are more in-person learners just for question-wise 

and things.  I feel like if you want to be there to 

learn, it can be a positive experience. But if you are 

not disciplined, and you are showing up because you 
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have to, you will have limited to no involvement or 

engagement 

 “You have to be dedicated and motivated as a 

student.  If you don’t have the motivation or drive to 

do it, it is very easy to become lazy, it is very to 

cheat, and you don’t have that academic integrity”.   

 I think students weren’t finding ways to stay 

motivated, to stay engaged in class, so they just kind 

of were off doing their own thing, but I think that 

was kind of an internal motivation that needed to be 

had and definitely needed to be individualized per 

student and that is kind of like a self-thing that 

needed to happen, and I don’t think that is anybody 

else's fault than the students. 

 

Cognitive Engagement. 

 “You know, unless my professor specifically called 

me out, which almost never happened, I didn’t say 

anything.  I feel comfortable talking in a classroom - 

like a physical classroom, but over zoom, it’s just so 

awkward”.   

 just putting in the chat box if I had a question or 

stopping them if I had a question, I felt like that was 

another challenge. When we were in the classroom, 

I didn’t feel like there was as much of an issue with 

like more than one student trying to talk at the same 

time. 

 Through my classes, other than when either I was 

called on to answer a question or when I was 

scheduled to have a presentation, my mute button 

was not unmuted very often, and I wasn’t in the chat 

very often unless everybody had to respond to 

something. 

 “lack assertive communication” and may be 

“camera shy or being shy in general.”   

 “asking questions in real-time versus emailing the 

instructor after the class:   you could email the 

teachers or instructors and they would get back to 

you but, for me, that just didn’t work, it wasn’t 

interaction.” 

 “when we went to online [learning], I felt that my 

learning increased exponentially because she was 

able to do some things that she would have not 

normally done if we were in person.” 
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 “it benefited me a lot more because I was a little bit 

lost in the in-person setting because some of my 

questions weren’t answered because of the type of 

class it was.”  

 

Technology 

 

I think it was a lot of technology learning, and how to work 

Zoom, and how to figure out how to show what they are 

trying to show.  There were so many technical difficulties at 

the beginning on how to get the microphone to work and 

how to keep people muted.  I think there were more 

distractions on Zoom than there was in in-person learning. 

 

Faculty Barriers. 

 “I think professor ability, or just like knowledge of 

Zoom, was a little bit of a barrier at the beginning.”   

 “the ability of the instructor to be able to 

manipulate the technology in a way that worked for 

a learning environment” 

 Some of instructors were very proficient at it, and 

learning was optimized, and it was not a problem.  

Another instructor struggled with the technology, 

and it definitely affected our learning in fact, instead 

of class time being three hours, sometimes it only 

lasted for half an hour because [faculty] was 

completely befuddled. 

 “one of my other instructors, who were not 

technologically savvy, really struggled with it, and it 

totally changed [the faculty’s] way of being able to 

teach.”   

 “faculty knowledge on different learning platforms” 

 

Student Barriers. 

 The ability to engage in conversations about 

different topics was definitely hindered because you 

had to wait for a written response, or a verbal 

response and that response only comes from one 

person as opposed the whole class.  So, the raising 

the hand icon or saying that I have a question was 

difficult at times.  To turn my speaker on and say I 

have a question and just them [faculty] being able to 

hear me or understand me.  
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 If you had technical issues, it was just even more 

embarrassing.  You are like, shoot, let me figure out 

how my mic works first, and then I will try and ask 

this question that I have been trying to ask for the 

past five minutes, but now it is irrelevant because 

you are onto something else now.  

 “another challenge is sometimes those chat boxes 

get missed, and so questions don’t get asked or 

answered.” 

 “I know that we had issues with ATI during covid 

and having to take ATI [exams] from home.  Trying 

to figure out the monitoring with videos and the tech 

support could be an issue.”   

 Sometimes I had some freezes and some digital 

issues that stuff wasn’t coming through, or I 

couldn’t be heard.  I would have to pick up my 

computer and move to another part of the room or 

another part of the house to see if I could get a 

better connection.  The internet connection for me 

was the biggest barrier. 

Teaching strategies I felt like a lot of it was just trial by fire, let’s see what 

works, what doesn’t work, because I could tell that 

professor were tweaking their teaching strategies 

throughout the semester to make it more for us, but 

ultimately no one really knew what they were doing, even 

the students. 

 

Teaching Strategies that Promote Student Engagement. 

 I really loved when my faculty would ask a question 

and then maybe get a wrong answer or like get a 

different thing than they were really wanting and 

then they would talk about the wrong answer and 

talk through why that would be wrong, but why that 

was a good thought or why they were kind of going 

in a different direction, I thought that was a good 

way to engage the students, learn even when that 

wasn’t what they were going for. 

 “asking open-ended questions really helped.”   

 “you could ask a question during the synchronous 

class or utilize the chat box feature” 

 All of us were always invited to ask questions as the 

instructors presented information and all of us, of 

course, were able to use the chat box to ask 
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questions or to even have side conversations with 

our peers through the chat box. 

 “the live synchronous zoom calls rather than the 

recordings.”   

 “took notes, very thoroughly, and I used the chat 

box a lot to communicate needs or questions or just 

random thoughts and ideas about what the lecture 

was about.”   

 “paying attention during the lecture to fill in the 

PowerPoint blanks.” 

 “had two instructors present during the Zoom class, 

she could more easily ask questions.”   

 I think teaching us the material through a means 

where we have to be actively engaged through 

Kahoot! or Jeopardy, with nursing material, games 

were really helpful for me to learn the content.  

Practice questions were really helpful too, and they 

(faculty) always tried to apply it to NCLEX 

questions.  They would always have NCLEX 

questions for us, and that was helpful too. 

 “discuss and learn more about each other’s 

experiences” 

 “engagement in breakout rooms was pretty good.” 

 Kahoot! was my saving grace; I got so excited when 

my professors want to play Kahoot! because I loved 

being asked questions, having to critically think 

about it, and then having that concept explained to 

me. 

 There is a wide range of formats that you can do, 

like multiple choice, and you have the class answer, 

and it can be anonymous.  One of my teachers really 

utilized that and just asked questions throughout and 

engaged the class, and that kept me engaged. 

 I recall sharing.  You get the case study, and you 

would have to dissect it, or you were assigned 

certain portions of the case study.  The (nursing) 

content that was expected of us to learn, I would be 

unmuted, and I would share my portion of it, be able 

to verbally participate, and then my peers could give 

me feedback. 

 “the polling at the end of the class was very 

engaging. That was my favorite [teaching 

strategy].” 

 I think utilizing like a variety of different forms of 

learning tools, maybe we had a lecture for part of it, 
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maybe we would have like an online scavenger hunt 

for part of it, or maybe we would go off into 

breakout rooms and talk about something that we 

did. 

 

Teaching Strategies that did not Promote Student 

Engagement. 

 I could tell some professors thought that just 

lecturing like you typically would in a classroom 

would work better.  I didn’t learn anything because I 

couldn’t stay engaged with someone who is just 

reading off of a slide.  If [faculty] just sat there with 

a PowerPoint and explained a concept to me, I had 

no means to process it.  

 We did all of our lectures online through Zoom, and 

the engagement was incredibly low for myself and 

among the other students.  It was hard to watch 

professors just read off of a slide and then expect us 

to pick up on that when we could have done the 

same thing. You zone out after a while, and it is 

incredibly hard to learn [like that] online.  

 “the online escape rooms just made me more angry 

than anything else.”   

 “competition of the escape room and that this was 

not their learning style.” 



 

 

114 

 

Appendix H 

Little’s Student Engagement Framework 

 

Your 


