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Abstract. Students often feel isolated when they do blended learning 
courses and they do not always have the necessary skills to work on their 
own. Blended learning courses need to be thoughtfully planned to 
actively involve students in the learning processes. Cooperative learning 
is an active teaching strategy that can assist students to engage in online 
and blended courses and is known to promote self-directed learning. The 
communities of inquiry framework is often used as a framework to design 
blended learning. In this study, we focused on an additional dimension 
of the communities of inquiry framework, namely courses learning 
presence, which is closely linked with self-directed learning skills. In this 
basic qualitative study, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 
post-graduate Mathematics Education students (n = 8) to establish their 
experience of the cooperative blended learning course. Data were coded 
and analysed using a deductive approach. The aim of this article is to 
describe how self-directed learning as learning presence can be enhanced 
through a cooperative blended learning course. The findings showed that 
the use of cooperative learning was a useful strategy to promote self-
directed learning as learning presence. Furthermore, matters relating to 
motivation as a component of self-directed learning were incorporated 
into the design of the course, such as allowing students to manage their 
own learning, making the learning experience enjoyable, and providing 
encouraging feedback. Aspects of the course design that assisted in 
promoting self-directed learning as learning presence included the use of 
authentic tasks, allowing students to develop and apply their own 
learning strategies, and providing students with the opportunity to 
socially construct knowledge.  
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1. Introduction and Problem Statement 
The rapidly changing educational landscape and the use of educational 
technologies have increased the need for effective online and blended learning 
(BL). However, some educators still embrace old learning paradigms, such as John 
Locke’s theory of titularity, when turning to BL (Cunningham & Bergstrom, 2020). 
The transition is often undertaken without realising the importance of a paradigm 
shift in the process of planning and designing the new blended approach to the 
course (Chandler et al., 2020). It is not only educators who have difficulty 
adapting, as this shift is new to many students as well. It is, therefore, even more 
important to plan BL courses thoughtfully so that meaningful learning will occur 
and the use of the technology will add value to the course instead of hindering 
the learning process (Bizami et al., 2022; Mishra et al., 2020).  
 
Actively involving students in BL courses is a difficult task. Students are removed 
in time and space and often tend to struggle on their own. We believe that learning 
happens in a social-constructive setting and, consequently, we tried to find an 
alternative to the isolated learning environment that students often experience in 
online courses. Cooperative learning (CL) involves the use of small groups of 
students working together on shared experiences and successes (Johnson & 
Johnson, 2018). In face-to-face environments, CL is a well-researched active 
teaching strategy, known to enhance self-directed learning (SDL) and student 
engagement and motivation (Bosch, 2017). According to Knowles (1975:18), “in its 
broadest meaning self-directed learning describes a process by which individuals 
take the initiative, with or without the assistance of others, in diagnosing their 
learning needs, formulating learning goals, identifying human and material 
resources for learning, choosing and implementing appropriate learning 
strategies, and evaluating learning outcomes” (p. 18). By implementing CL 
strategies, students become more engaged in their own learning by taking 
responsibility to teach and assist their fellow group members in a more engaged 
and social manner, which are key characteristics of SDL (Bhandari et al., 2022; Van 
Zyl & Mentz, 2022).  
 
We redesigned our online Mathematics Education course by adapting CL 
strategies for a BL environment and used Google Docs as the main collaboration 
platform. Students were divided into CL groups, and each student was assigned 
a specific role. The communities of inquiry (CoI) framework was used as a 
theoretical model in this qualitative study. Although the CoI framework 
originally focused on three presences, namely teacher presence, social presence, 
and cognitive presence (Garrison, 2018), researchers have also identified other 
presences that are visible in online and blended environments. One of these 
alternative presences is the learning presence that was introduced by Shea and 
Bidjerano (2010) and has been studied by researchers since then (Ryu et al., 2022; 
Wertz, 2022). According to Shea and Bidjerano (2010), “learning presence 
represents elements such as self-efficacy as well as other cognitive, behavioral, 
and motivational constructs supportive of online learner self-regulation” (p. 1). 
 
Much research has been done on the constructs of BL, CL, SDL, and the CoI 
framework, not only in isolation but also in combination with one another. 
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However, this paper highlights the particular relationship between SDL and 
learning presence, where CL is used as a teaching strategy in a BL environment. 
This study specifically focuses on enhancing the learning presence in the BL 
course. In this paper, we aim to describe how SDL as learning presence can be 
enhanced through a cooperative BL course. Two questions drove this research, 
namely: 

• How does SDL relate to learning presence? 

• What aspects of SDL as learning presence were promoted through a 

cooperative BL course? 

 

2. Literature Review 
From a social constructive perspective, learning is seen as an interactive social 
phenomenon between teachers and students (Perdana & Atmojo, 2019). This 
study shares the view of Vygotsky’s cognitive developmental theory in that 
knowledge is a societal product that is constructed from cooperative efforts to 
learn, understand, and solve problems (Picciano, 2017). This process entails 
collaborating and reflecting with others, which lead to the co-construction of 
knowledge (Bozkurt, 2017). CL refers to a teaching strategy that makes use of 
small groups to complete tasks (Johnson & Johnson, 2018). It requires students to 
take responsibility for their own learning while coordinating with their peers in 
the process of achieving common goals (Delgado-García et al., 2021).  
 
Previous studies have suggested that CL is one of the key teaching and learning 
strategies to equip students with 21st-century competencies by promoting active 
learning and SDL (Bosch, 2017; Loh & Ang, 2020). For successful implementation 
of CL, the facilitator should foster the willingness and skills of students to work 
together (Loh & Ang, 2020). Johnson and Johnson (2018) stress that five elements 
are essential to implementing genuine CL. These are positive interdependence, 
face-to-face interaction, interpersonal and small-group skills, individual and 
group accountability, and group processing (Johnson & Johnson, 2018). When 
these elements are consciously planned for, students are more likely to benefit 
from active, deep-level learning (Munir et al., 2018).  
 
Johnson and Johnson (2018) assert that through the discussions in which students 
engage, conceptual understanding is constructed and mental models of the 
phenomena they deal with are formed. It is through group discussions and 
interaction that students acquire attitudes, values, and a need for continuous 
improvement (Duran et al., 2019; Johnson et al., 2007). Unlike other methodologies 
that support group work, CL stresses the notion of group members being assigned 
specific roles to perform during the CL task (Ortuzar, 2016). Facilitators can create 
role interdependence among students when they assign them complementary 
roles such as reader, recorder, checker of understanding, encourager of 
participation, and elaborator of knowledge. These roles will differ according to 
the teaching strategies and CL techniques used and are vital to high-quality 
learning (Bosch, 2017).  
 
When incorporating CL in online and blended environments, the process of 
socially constructing knowledge is used to guide students to take responsibility 
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for their own learning and become more self-directed (Bosch, 2017). As with CL, 
BL also offers opportunities where these skills can be facilitated (Garrison & 
Kanuka, 2004). In BL environments, classroom interaction is extended to a space 
where students who might have difficulties meeting in person can effortlessly 
work together (Fan & Woodrich, 2017). In web-based collaborative platforms, 
such as Google Docs, students do not only focus on their own perspectives but 
also learn through social interaction and joint activities in groups (Hsu & Shiue, 
2018; Widodo, 2017). Furthermore, Hsu and Shiue (2018) stress that with “the 
support of effective collaborative technologies, knowledge can be transferred not 
only from the teacher to students, but also the students can effectively construct 
knowledge through collaboration in the learning process” (p. 936). The fact 
remains that in a CL-BL environment, Google Docs, like numerous other online 
collaboration platforms, can only enhance learning if the learning tasks are 
carefully planned (in terms of the CL elements and BL principles) and consist of 
real-world problems (authentic learning tasks), and students know exactly what 
is expected of them (division of roles). To ensure that no aspect is left behind, a 
framework such as the CoI framework is often used when planning collaborative 
constructivist learning environments.  
 
The CoI framework consists of three core dimensions, namely cognitive presence, 
teaching presence, and social presence (Fiock, 2020). These dimensions need to 
interact dynamically so that a meaningful online learning environment, which 
supports purposeful inquiry and meaningful collaboration, can be established 
(Hsu & Shiue, 2018). The teaching presence focuses on the visibility of the 
facilitator and what they do to structure and facilitate the learning process. The 
teaching presence interacts with the cognitive presence when the resources that 
assist with completing the tasks are selected, while the social presence has to do 
with the engagement of the students and the climate of the learning community 
(Nolan-Grant, 2019).  
 
In a review of a number of CoI studies, Dempsey and Zhang (2019) report that 
social presence has been shown to be the mediating factor between cognitive 
presence and teaching presence, while cognitive presence is most indicative of 
student satisfaction and success. They further assert that teaching presence is 
understood to be of the greatest value to students and the most critical in 
establishing purposeful CoI (Dempsey & Zhang, 2019). This may raise some 
concerns, as it may indicate that students feel the need for facilitators to give them 
the information and knowledge needed to succeed in their learning. This again 
highlights the importance for educators to rethink their teaching role and to plan 
for the promotion of SDL skills when designing their BL courses. In addition to 
the three presences that the original CoI framework explored, several other 
presences have been identified in research, such as a learning presence, an agency 
presence, and an emotional presence (Bosch et al., 2020). 
 
To answer the first research question, namely “How does SDL relate to learning 
presence?”, we explore the literature relating to the CoI framework further. As we 
value the need for student self-direction, we also recognise the learning presence, 
as originally conceptualised by Shea and Bidjerano (2010) and Shea et al. (2012). 
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As discussed above, learning in blended environments requires students to be 
more self-regulated (Bosch et al., 2020). Shea and Bidjerano (2010) have examined 
student self- and co-regulation in online environments. They believe that these 
skills relate to desired outcomes such as higher levels of cognitive presence as 
described in the CoI framework. Shea et al. (2012) further assert that student 
motivation and engagement are crucial in the learning process. The aspects 
included in Shea and colleagues’ (2012) discussion on learning presence, such as 
self-efficacy and self-regulation, are clearly recognisable in the SDL framework 
presented by Fisher et al. (2001). They categorise SDL into three main concepts, 
namely self-management, self-control, and the desire for learning (Fisher et al., 
2001). These concepts are key to other SDL conceptual frameworks as well 
(Brockett & Hiemstra, 2018; Candy, 1991; Garrison, 1997). Learning presence, 
therefore, features within the conceptual framework of SDL (Bosch et al., 2020); 
subsequently, we will use the term “SDL as learning presence” as an 
amalgamated concept. 
 
In this paper, we aim to describe how SDL as learning presence can be enhanced 
through a cooperative BL course. To answer the second research question, “What 
aspects of SDL as learning presence were promoted through a cooperative BL 
course?”, we followed a set of guidelines presented by Laubscher and Bosch 
(2021) on how to design a self-directed, BL environment. This systematic review 
scrutinised the literature to create guidelines for facilitators to use when designing 
BL environments. The focus is specifically on the promotion of SDL in these 
environments. Their recommendations include four SDL categories, namely SDL 
skills, strategies to promote SDL, motivation as an aspect of SDL, and designing 
for SDL (Laubscher & Bosch, 2021). Under each of these categories, a number of 
recommendations are presented that guide the facilitator in designing a self-
directed BL environment. In this paper, in order to explore aspects of SDL as 
learning presence, these recommendations serve as a suitable guide to use when 
designing for learning presence.  
 

3. Course DesignIn this paper, we aim to describe how SDL as learning presence 
can be enhanced through a cooperative BL courseIn this paper, we aim to describe 
how SDL as learning presence can be enhanced through a cooperative BL courseIn 
this paper, we aim to describe how SDL as learning presence can be enhanced 
through a cooperative BL courseIn this paper, we aim to describe how SDL as 
learning presence can be enhanced through a cooperative BL course 
The course was designed by using the CoI framework, where learning presence is 
included. This was done because of the importance of enhancing SDL skills in 
students, especially in a distance environment. The course formed part of a post-
graduate degree in Mathematics Education, offered through the distance mode. 
The student group comprised students who resided in various regions of South 
Africa. It was a diverse group of students in terms of age, race, background, 
culture, and educational background. They were all studying part-time and had 
the challenge of balancing their careers, studies, home life, and personal 
relationships. The module focused on students’ ability to engage critically with 
content relating to mathematics teaching and learning, where effective 
mathematics teaching is placed under theoretical and practical scrutiny. The 
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focus, therefore, is mainly on the coherence between the teaching and the learning 
of mathematics, as viewed from the perspective of not only a researcher or theorist 
but also a practitioner (the mathematics teacher). In the course, students are 
expected to engage with these aspects independently and collaboratively.  
 
Throughout the presentation of the course and the design of the assessments, as 
suggested by the recommendations of Laubscher and Bosch (2021), we wanted to 
provide students with the opportunity to engage with the content and provide 
them with sufficient opportunity to take responsibility for their own learning, 
plan, find and use resources (including human resources), process information, 
and think critically, which are all key components of a self-directed student. The 
recommendations suggest CL as a teaching strategy, which was implemented in 
the learning tasks. CL is a teaching-learning strategy that is known to promote 
SDL (Mentz & Van Zyl, 2018). As the students were distance students and were 
physically removed from one another, they communicated through a Google Doc 
that served as a platform for students to interact and engage with one another. It 
also formed the basis from which we could stimulate the five elements of CL that 
are known to assist in enhancing students’ SDL. Each member of the group was 
assigned a specific role that needed to be fulfilled in the group to ensure even 
work distribution. In addition, by allocating a specific responsibility to each 
member, the elements of CL were enhanced. There were other tasks too that 
needed to be completed to ensure the smooth functioning of the group and the 
successful completion of the assignment.  
 

4. Research Method 
In this paper, we aim to describe how SDL as learning presence can be enhanced 
through a cooperative BL course. To answer the second research question, “What 
aspects of SDL as learning presence were promoted through a cooperative BL 
course?”, an interpretive qualitative research study was done. In this study, semi-
structured interviews were conducted to understand the students’ experiences of 
the course. The interviews were conducted and analysed at the end of the 
academic year after the students had completed the module (for ethical reasons). 
The students, therefore, participated in the interviews knowing that it could not 
influence their course marks. 
 
In this basic qualitative study, the target population consisted of the students 
enrolled for the post-graduate degree course in Mathematics Education (n = 12). 
Of the population, eight students agreed to participate in semi-structured 
interviews. These students participated voluntarily, and they all signed an 
informed consent form. The interview questions were related to the participants’ 
experiences of the CL tasks and aspects relating to SDL. The transcripts of the 
interviews were analysed in ATLAS.ti™. The data were analysed using a 
deductive approach where the participants’ statements were coded through a 
thematic, step-by-step analysing method (Braun & Clarke, 2013; Karlsen et al., 
2017). In qualitative research, validity and reliability are concerned with the issue 
of trustworthiness (Coleman, 2021). To ensure validity, we made use of member 
checking and respondent validation by confirming the accuracy of our 
understanding by the participants during the data collection. Multiple coding was 
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used to ensure reliability and minimise bias. The two researchers independently 
coded the data and identified the main themes of the study. Where discrepancies 
arose, revisions were made, and the data analysis was done using the codes and 
themes that were agreed upon. The study and its associated research procedures 
were approved by the research ethics committee of the faculty.  

5. Discussion of Findings 
Since we have already established the close connection between learning presence 
and SDL by answering the first research question, the data will be discussed 
according to the main themes proposed by Laubscher and Bosch (2021) in their 
guidelines to create a self-directed blended environment. However, where 
suitable, we will use the amalgamated concept of “SDL as learning presence” 
where they referred to “SDL”. Figure 1 illustrates the identified themes in this 
study in the form of a diagram. 
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Figure 1: Network of Identified Themes 
Source: Author’s own creation 

5.1 Strategies to promote SDL as learning presence 
Laubscher and Bosch (2021) suggest CL as a strategy to enhance SDL. Various 
studies confirm that CL is a suitable strategy to promote SDL (e.g. Bhandari et al., 
2022; Van Zyl & Mentz, 2022). Sekano and colleagues (2020) confirm the 
significance of enhancing SDL in the mathematics classroom. To evaluate the 
success of CL environments, it is important to measure it against the five 
principles identified by Johnson and Johnson (2018), namely positive 
interdependence, face-to-face interaction, interpersonal and small-group skills, 
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individual and group accountability, and group processing. In the data, there 
were clear references to the elements of CL. In addition, the group sizes and role 
division were identified. With regard to positive interdependence, most of the 
students conceded that in their groups, they were working towards the same goal. 
One student said: “What I can take away from the experience is that both parties need to 
be focused on the same goal” [3:3]1. Another student added: “We complimented each 
other by each doing our part to reach the final goal” [7:5]. Another one said: “The tasks 
helped me to realise that I have to make deadlines for myself and to keep them. Because if I 
don’t, not only I but also my group will suffer” [1:10].  
 
This goes hand in hand with the principle of individual accountability, where they 
also acknowledged that not only were they responsible for their own work, but 
the success of their group member also depended on their individual 
contribution. The sharing of responsibilities is evident from the following 
response: “[The group work was] making my work much easier because, if the assignment 
could have been assigned to one person only – you can only imagine how much reading 
one person is expected to do” [2:4]. Another student noted: “Because you are working 
together, it also helping [your group partner] to prepare for the exam. You have to check 
the other person’s work because you are going to use that person’s work to prepare for the 
exam. So, you are killing two birds with one stone. One person is helping you to prepare 
for the exam, and you are also helping the other person.” [3:9]. Another student 
confessed: “If the CL was not there, I would not have much energy and I would be a bit 
lazy to google a lot of articles, and I would only rely on the ones that are on [the learning 
management system]” [2:11].  
 
The students also mentioned interpersonal and small-group skills. One of them 
revealed: “I learned so much about myself. I usually do not like group tasks … but I 
learned how to work [together] … this is a new way to approach a group task” [5:3]. 
Another student concurred: “I learned that … sharing ideas and [collaborating] just 
makes it much easier” [2:1]. A similar response provided was: “It helped a lot – getting 
feedback from someone who is going through the same thing that I am going” [3:5]. 
Another student added to that by saying that “it was nice to share knowledge and 
also to get another’s perspective” [8:4]. 
 
The fourth principle relating to CL that could be found in the interviews was group 
processing. This specifically relates to reflecting on one’s own learning, as well as 
reflecting on the group goals. There was not much evidence of the aspect of group 
reflection, since the group as a whole reflected on the goals they set for themselves 
(as a group). There was, however, enough evidence with regard to the role that 
the group played in personal reflection. One student mentioned: “… positive in the 
sense that I could get feedback from my partner. It helped a lot – getting feedback from 
someone who is going through the same thing that I am going” [3:1]. Another said: “Two 
is better than one. If you work collaboratively, you can correct each other’s mistakes. The 
results is [sic], therefore, more valid and reliable” [6:2]. One student mentioned that, 
in distance education, one is often isolated. The fact that they then had the 
opportunity to have interaction regularly and reflect together with other people 

 
1 [a:b] is an identifier for the participant, where “a” refers to the participant number and 
“b” to the quotation number in ATLAS.ti™. 
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made for a good experience. Another participant asserted that “it was nice to hear 
from someone else from time to time… we did not only talk about the work, but also about 
our experiences in the course in general” [8:4]. 
 
The principle of face-to-face interaction was not mentioned often, which is 
understandable when one takes into account that it was a distance course. One 
student remarked: “When you are studying in distance courses, you don’t get much 
interaction with lecturers and other students. [This task] was really nice because you got 
the opportunity to talk to other people and work with them” [8:2].  
 
The final two aspects regarding CL were the group sizes and the roles that the 
group members fulfilled. When asked whether they were happy with the group 
size, all the students agreed that they were. One student elaborated as follows: 
“The bigger the group gets, the more difficult it is to manage. Two is the perfect group size 
for me. It worked well” [1:15]. The same goes for the roles of the group members. 
The students were asked whether they felt it was necessary to have specific roles 
in the group and if it contributed to the effectiveness of the group. All the students 
agreed on both accounts, and they elaborated on the importance of specific roles. 
One student stated: “Yes, it did help. Especially like when you are doing the group 
assignments, having the roles clearly defined that, okay, the technical person must insert 
this, this, and this. It helped a lot” [3:6].  
 
5.2. SDL skills  
Laubscher and Bosch (2021) assert that when designing a BL environment, 
educators should plan the tasks in a manner that will encourage SDL skills. The 
importance of SDL skills cannot be denied. According to Yulianti et al. (2021), self-
directed students can use their knowledge and abilities in various contexts and 
continue to improve their learning capabilities throughout their lives. They 
further state that by giving students the freedom to learn what is essential from 
their perception, learning motivation is increased and the students are motivated 
to develop their SDL abilities. When the data were analysed, responses relating to 
SDL skills yielded aspects of time management, finding relevant resources, 
socially constructing knowledge, and communication. These are in line with SDL 
skills identified by Garcia (2021). The students’ responses revealed that the 
designed tasks required them to plan their time well in advance in order to 
accommodate the group members and spend sufficient time on the sections they 
were responsible for.  
 
Thus, the students were responsible to manage and plan their own learning 
processes. The skill of time management was of the utmost importance and is 
evident from the following student’s response: “[The course] helped me to make 
myself deadlines and forced me keep to them. I think now I will make better deadlines in 
future, even if you don’t work in a group” [1:10]. Another student added that the 
communication between the group partners was crucial when it came to time 
management and provided the following example: “My partner would say that [he 
is] going to [the] rural areas and [he] won’t be online for the next couple of days. I would 
understand and not put messages and things there in that time that he will not be there. 
So, it helped me also to relax and not feeling that he is not just going off the grid, and I am 
worried that he has dropped out or things like that. So, at the end (especially when we did 
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assignment 2) I was more relaxed, knowing that if he’s got any issues, he does 
communicate” [3:18]. While most students agreed on the importance of their 
personal time management, one student pointed out that they decided on 
“smaller” deadlines in their group to complete specific sections of the task. They 
were then responsible for adhering to not only the module deadlines but also 
those of the group. The student stated that “keeping to those [group] deadlines 
actually helped me to plan my own time better and I know if I keep to the group’s deadlines 
I don’t have to stress about the timeframes of the module” [7:5].  
 
With regard to finding relevant resources, one student said: “We had to get more 
articles [than what was given to us] to answer the questions … The more you read, the 
more you try to construct your own meaning and the more you understand” [2:8]. One 
student was of the opinion that the group setting helped them to collect more 
information and declared as follows: “[Working in a group] just makes it easier for 
me. I just go straight to [the resources that other group members found] and read the 
[relevant] information found there. It also helped me … when I was studying for the exam, 
because I [now have] more articles and understand more information [than when I work 
alone]” [2:7]. Another student stated: “We had to find our own resources. I went to the 
library, used the internet to find information on the topics. It gave me better insight [into 
the topic] because I now have information from different people with different perspectives 
and not just the two or three sources that the [lecturer] gave us” [8:8]. 
 
Most of the students found that working in a group helped them to construct new 
knowledge and improve the quality of their work. One of the students remarked: 
“I think because we had different sections to deal with … you are working on your own, 
but you are getting feedback from the other person, so the individual work is still the same, 
and you are doing it as if you are doing it alone, but you are taking the other person’s 
input to adjust your work” [3:10]. Another one added: “[Your group partner] will then 
help you to plan much better and write the perfect assignment that you need to write” 
[2:12]. Another student agreed as follows: “Sometimes you have to figure out some 
information and you are not 100% sure. But I could always talk to [my group partner] 
and ask him if I understand correctly and if he agrees” [7:2]. This student concluded 
with the following statement: “I sometimes feel that in a normal setting, students feel 
in a sense that they are competing with each other. But [with these tasks] the whole point 
is to work together and that was really nice for me” [7.2]. 
 
With regard to the use of social and other web technologies, Google Docs and the 
learning management system were the main platforms for interaction during the 
course. The participants indicated that they used other communication platforms 
too, such as WhatsApp and SMS. One student explained: “I feel it is important that 
we have that start communication that when the person is not responding, you can just 
check on them via WhatsApp and SMS to say” [3:16]. Another one said that you “type 
something and then you put it on Google Doc and then that would give a chance for your 
partner to comment” [2:11]. Furthermore, one student asserted: “I enjoyed the fact 
that we used Google Docs; it was new to me. I learned a lot” [1:14]. 
 
5.3 Motivation as an aspect of SDL as learning presence 
According to Laubscher and Bosch (2021) and Zhu et al. (2022), motivation in SDL 
can be increased through lecturer involvement and feedback, scaffolding, 
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incorporating a variety of learning tasks, and creating a feeling of enjoyment 
among the students. In the interviews, the students mentioned that they enjoyed 
the tasks, and some of them also mentioned that their group partners contributed 
to their motivation. One student said: “Because we are all working and studying part-
time, it gets difficult, and you are not always motivated. It was so nice to have someone 
who help motivated me and help keep me on track … I really enjoyed these group tasks” 
[1:5]. Another one mentioned: “I was lucky that my partner was also working hard on 
their part. I want to also pull my weight so that they do not do all the work alone” [3:8]. 
In addition, the following explanation was provided: “I sometimes feel that in a 
normal setting, students feel, in a sense, that they are competing with each other. But [with 
these tasks] the whole point is to work together and I, that was really nice for me” [7:2].  
 
With regard to lecturer involvement, the students mentioned that the active 
involvement of the lecturer was visible in the course, especially in Google Docs 
where she gave weekly feedback on the students’ work and progress. One student 
remarked that “the fact that the lecturer monitored our progress and motivated us on a 
regular basis was really nice” [1:2]. They also mentioned that they valued the 
support from the lecturer, and one student said: “I like how supportive the lecturer 
has been, how informative the assignments have been, and I like the fact that they make me 
explore new methods of teaching the subject [mathematics] in class” [5:1]. 
 
When analysing the data, various aspects relating to the design of the course were 
evident. A few students commented on the structure of the tasks. One of them 
said: “There were very good instructions that showed us how to do the task and what is 
expected from us in terms of communication … I enjoyed the tasks – they were practical 
and doable. It also gave us perspectives on how other people think and reason” [8:6]. 
Another student declared: “I think this was one of my better university experiences … 
at first I was concerned because I did not know what was required of me, but as soon as I 
figured it out, I enjoyed it very much” [7:1]. The task structure did not only contribute 
to the cognitive development of the students – “[The structure of the task] helped me 
understand the content much better” [2:11] – but also played an important role in the 
application thereof in their teaching practice. One student stated that “[the fact that 
we worked together] made the task seem easier than working alone” [1:3] and continued 
as follows: “A lot of the topics that we researched were relevant in our own teaching and 
classrooms” [1:16]. Another student remarked: “I believe that people learn better when 
they learn from each other and when they learn from their peers. So, I have tried to 
incorporate that in my lessons” [3:7].  
 
Table 1 gives a summary of the SDL aspects evident in the findings in relation to 
the recommendations made by Laubscher and Bosch (2021, p. 162). The table 
presents the four categories with specific recommendations relating to the 
category. For this study, we added a third column in which we provide evidence 
of how the aspects were promoted or if they were not evident in the study. 
 

Table 1: A summary of the SDL aspects evident in the findings in relation to the 
recommendations made by Laubscher and Bosch  

 Category Recommendations Aspects promoted 
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1 Strategies 
to promote 
SDL as 
learning 
presence 

The varied use of social and 
web technologies can create 
interest, independence, and 
creativity  

Google Docs was the main platform for 
social and academic collaboration, and the 
students communicated with one another 
on WhatsApp [1:14; 2:11; 3:16] 

The following strategies can 
promote SDL: 
Problem-based learning 
Collaborative learning 
CL (cooperative learning) 
Project-based learning 

CL was chosen as the strategy to promote 
SDL as learning presence. The findings 
referred to all five elements of CL:  
Positive interdependence [3:3; 7:5; 1:10] 
Individual accountability [2:4; 3:9; 2:11] 
Interpersonal and small-group skills [2:1; 
3:5; 8:4] 
Group processing [3:1; 6:2; 8:4] 
Face-to-face interaction [8:2] 
The findings also revealed the importance 
of group sizes and the role division that 
was implemented [1:15; 3:6] 

2 SDL skills Institutional policy should 
support SDL  

Not evident in the findings; however, SDL is a 
strategic priority at the institution and forms 
part of the teaching-learning plan in the faculty 

Facilitators should enrol for 
professional development 
in SDL 

Not evident in the findings; however, the 
facilitators are actively involved in SDL 
research and training 

The learning design should 
encourage the use of SDL 
skills (e.g. planning, goal 
setting, task analysis, and 
self-assessment) 

The findings revealed that students took 
responsibility for their own learning, and a 
number of SDL skills were promoted: 
Time management [1:10; 3:18; 7:5]  
Finding relevant resources [2:8; 8:8; 2:7]  
Social construction of knowledge [3:10; 
2:12; 7:2] 

Encourage critical thinking 
and reflection 

This aspect is linked to the CL principles of 
interpersonal and small-group skills [2:1; 
3:5; 8:4] and group processing [3:1; 6:2; 8:4] 

3 Motivation 
as an 
aspect of 
SDL as 
learning 
presence 

To increase motivation, 
students should be allowed 
to manage, choose, and 
evaluate their own learning 

This aspect correlates with time 
management [1:10; 3:18; 7:5]  

Scaffolding and coaching 
sessions can increase 
motivation 

Not evident in the findings 

Facilitators should provide 
encouraging feedback 

The students recognised the valuable input 
of the lecturer [1:2; 5:1] 

Incorporate a variety of 
learning tasks and resources 

No mention was made of this aspect in the data 

Make learning fun The aspect of enjoyment was evident in the 
findings [1:5; 3:8; 7:2] 

4 Designing 
for SDL as 
learning 
presence 

Authentic tasks and 
learning environments can 
promote SDL 

The findings yielded aspects of authentic 
learning that are linked with real-world 
contexts [8:6; 2:11; 1:16; 3:7] 

A BL environment should 
be user-focused 
 

No mention was made of this aspect in the data; 
however, the CL tasks were planned to address 
this aspect 

Incorporate learning 
analytics 

This aspect was not implemented in this study 
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Encourage sharing 
 

This corresponds with positive 
interdependence [3:3; 7:5; 1:10] and the 
social construction of knowledge [3:10; 
2:12; 7:2] 

Make students aware of 
their learning needs 

The students indicated that they knew 
what was expected of them [7:1; 8:6] 

Encourage self-assessment This aspect was not implemented in this study 

Allow students to plan, 
develop, and apply their 
own learning strategies 

This was evident from the SDL skills that 
were promoted [1:10; 3:18; 7:5; 2:8; 8:8; 2:7] 

Source: Adapted from Laubscher and Bosch (2021, p. 162)  

 

6. Conclusion 
In order to address the research question “What aspects of SDL as learning 
presence were promoted through a cooperative BL course?”, we reflect on the 
findings above. SDL is a 21st-century skill that is important to be a successful 
lifelong learner (Beckers et al., 2016). With regard to the SDL categories in the 
recommendations suggested by Laubscher and Bosch (2021), all four categories 
were evident in the findings of this study. Various aspects of SDL as learning 
presence were promoted in the cooperative BL course. As mentioned in the 
literature review, CL is a key strategy to promote SDL and 21st-century skills (Hsu 
& Shiue, 2018; Loh & Ang, 2020). In order to achieve this, the CL tasks need to be 
based on the five key elements that are essential to implementing genuine CL 
(Johnson & Johnson, 2018). From the data, it is evident that all five elements were 
woven into the course design, which resulted in the students acknowledging the 
use of SDL skills. These elements were time management skills, improved 
resource management, critical reflection, critical thinking, and the ability to 
construct knowledge socially. Mishra et al. (2020) and Ortuzar (2016) also 
acknowledge the importance of motivation as an aspect of SDL. In line with this, 
the findings revealed that the following aspects contributed to the participants’ 
motivation: the active involvement of the lecturer; the benefits of sharing 
responsibilities and successes; and the fact that they enjoyed the group tasks. With 
regard to design, the CoI framework (see Fiock, 2020; Shea et al., 2012) was used 
as the main design framework. Our focus was on SDL as learning presence, and 
the findings explored these aspects. It was evident that the use of authentic tasks 
was of value to the participants, not only in their studies but also in the application 
thereof in their teaching practice. They also indicated that the instructions were 
clear and they knew what was expected of them in the course. Furthermore, they 
emphasised the value of shared reasoning and the perspectives of their peers and 
the lecturer. Based on the data, we conclude that the cooperative BL environment 
enhanced SDL as learning presence in this course.  
 

7. Limitations and Future Research  
Since only 12 students were enrolled for the course, and eight agreed to 
participate, a small sample was used, which could be viewed as a limitation of the 
study. For future research in the field, we suggest incorporating more scaffolding 
in the course with the aim of increasing motivation. Furthermore, in the course, 
only two comprehensive tasks, which were similar in nature, were implemented. 
We, therefore, suggest exploring the use of a variety of smaller and different tasks, 
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as well as other assessment strategies, such as self-assessment. Learning analytics 
can also be used as an additional indicator of student participation and 
achievement. Although some elements of face-to-face interaction were evident in 
this study, it remains an aspect of CL that is difficult to implement in an online 
environment and, therefore, needs to be investigated further.  
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Appendix: Interview Schedule 
1. Tell me about your experience of the CL tasks that you did in the module. 

2. What were the positive aspects of working together in the CL tasks? 

3. What were the challenges involved with working cooperatively on the tasks? 

4. What have you learnt from working together in pairs in the tasks? 

5. How did learning with other teachers or colleagues affect you and/or your 

teaching? 

6. How did the CL tasks support you in: 

6.1. Gathering relevant resources? 

6.2. Taking responsibility for your own learning? 

6.3. Reflecting on your own teaching practices? 

7. How did you experience the use of specific roles in the CL task?   

8. Compare your feelings of working together at the start of the task with the 

way you felt at the end of the module 

9. What role did the CL task play in developing you in terms of: 

9.1. Module content knowledge? 

9.2. Planning the solution to the task? 

9.3. Taking responsibility for your own learning / Working more 

autonomously? 

9.4. The use of technology?  

9.5. Collaborating with colleagues? 

10.  What would you do differently if you were the lecturer of the module? 

11. Is there anything else you would like to add?  


