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Fully online asynchronous initial teacher education (ITE) offerings are increasing, yet online learning may
negatively impact students’ relationships leaving them feeling isolated and disconnected. Despite rigorous
attention to the impact of social presence on success in online learning, social connection in fully asynchronous
ITE courses is under-researched. This article investigates the experiences of 130 preservice teachers’ (PSTs) sense
of connection when studying asynchronously online. The data suggest that PSTs value social presence and a

pedagogy of care but also highlights a significant disconnect between the parameters of asynchronous learning
and PSTs’ expectations, presenting an important consideration for ITE providers.

1. Introduction

The growth of higher education (HE) offered via online delivery is a
global phenomenon (Han et al., 2023; Morris et al., 2020; Pelletier et al.,
2022). This has been partly due to physical campuses constrained in
their ability to grow, but also due to equity of access for typically
under-supported cohorts being a central priority for many HE in-
stitutions (Cain et al., 2021; DET, 2017; Stone et al., 2016). Online of-
ferings provide relatively low-cost access to learners from diverse
socioeconomic circumstances and disadvantaged backgrounds in that
these learners can ‘attend’ without having to relocate or pay commuting
costs (Macken et al., 2021). As online learning gains increasing promi-
nence in initial teacher education (ITE) degrees in the Australian
context, consequent changes in learner identity, learner interaction, and
degree delivery have taken place (AITSL, 2018). These changes have
made a significant impact on degrees that are primarily praxis-based
such as the Arts and Physical Education, through which collaborative
learning is embodied and relies on sensory exploration (Cain & Nislev,
2018; Davis & Phillips, 2020).

In the last 20 years, the delivery of ITE degrees in Australia has
shifted from being almost exclusively ‘face-to-face’ on campus, to
‘multimode’ offerings (a hybrid of face-to-face and synchronous online
delivery), to fully online offerings with synchronous tutorials or work-
shops, and fully asynchronous delivery with no synchronous compo-
nents, and where learners, their peers and teachers are separated by time
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and space. Of the 47 Australian providers of ITE in 2015, 40% offered
options for some online study (Downing et al., 2019). In 2023, all
Australian higher education institutions (HEIs) offer some form of online
delivery within their ITE degrees.

In addition to providing options for students who are unable to
attend their course at a physical campus, acute and unprecedented
teacher shortages have prompted HEIs to make ITE more accessible to
prospective educators. Teacher shortage is a current global challenge
due to a variety of factors including negative perceptions of the teaching
profession in print and news media (Mockler, 2022), increasing numbers
of students attending schools, and more teachers retiring than teachers
entering the profession (See et al., 2020). Australia’s teacher shortage is
most pronounced in secondary education as well as in rural and remote
educational contexts, and in certain discipline areas such as mathe-
matics and science (Welsh, 2022). Additionally, nearly half of all
early-career teachers in Australia leave the profession within the first
five years of service (Hogan & White, 2021). In Germany, influxes of
refugees from the former Soviet Union have exacerbated existing
shortages (Seeliger & Hakansson Lindqvist, 2023) as the inability to
predict fluctuation in student numbers impacts on the country’s capa-
bility to train the right number of teachers. Shortages are not confined to
the Global North. At the time of writing, Indonesia has a shortage of 1.3
million teachers with a significant portion of practicing teachers lacking
certification (Tanoto Foundation, 2023).

Alongside the many advantages of online study such as the
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opportunity for students to work self-paced and independently, research
suggests that failure and non-completion rates are higher for those
choosing to study online (Brown et al., 2022; Burke & Larmar, 2021;
Downing et al., 2019) as not all students have the necessary skills and
dispositions for success (Brown et al., 2022; Fabriz et al., 2021). These
include digital skills, the requirement to be self-directed, and the moti-
vation and commitment to complete their degree. Pelliccione et al.
(2019) suggest that the expansion of fully online delivery of ITE degrees
has prompted concern about the quality of teacher education delivered
in this way.

Teaching is a relational and social practice, and “care is integral to
successful teaching” (Cain et al., 2023, p. 5). A key concern of caring
teachers is that students feel part of a community of learners, which
corelates positively with student engagement and sense of belonging,
“leading to higher retention and achievement of learning outcomes”
(Prodgers et al., 2023, p. 1219). Facilitating asynchronous units can,
however, “feel like pushing content into a void” (Dail 2022, p. 49). In
this study we focus on social presence (care, connection, and commu-
nity) as a core component of student engagement in asynchronous
contexts. Without real-time connection with teachers and peers, con-
cerns about asynchronous ITE centre on reduced opportunities for stu-
dents engage socially and emotionally. Extra attention is needed to
create a community of learners underscored by a pedagogy of care and
connection (Friesen, 2014; Noddings, 1988). Prodgers et al. (2023) note
the many and varied definitions of a learning community depending on
its context and purpose. For this article we define a learning community
as ‘a group of people who access learning through vehicles for cognitive
and social connection which promote a sense of belonging and personal
relatedness’. In reference to our use of Nel Noddings’s (1988) work in
analysing the research data, we refer to a pedagogy of care as ‘the cre-
ation of inclusive and collaborative educational spaces where learners
are seen as an individuals, cared for, and provided opportunities to enact
care for others’.

To focus current research on online learning specifically concerning
ITE degrees offered through fully asynchronous online methods, and to
enhance current understanding about how PSTs experience asynchro-
nous study, this article presents results from a research study with pre-
service teachers at an Australian university studying either the whole or
parts of their degree through fully asynchronous methods. The study’s
aim was to answer the following questions:

1. To what degree do ITE PSTs studying units (single subject within a
degree or course of study) in fully asynchronous modes experience a
sense of care, community, and connection to their facilitator, peers,
and course of study?

2. In what ways does a sense of care, community, and connection
impact PSTs’ engagement in learning for those studying units in fully
asynchronous modes?

3. In what ways do PSTs identify that a sense of care, community, and
connection has or has not been present?

We refer to Solomon and Verrilli’s (2020) definition of asynchronous
learning as when the work of learning “occurs at different times and in
different places” (p. 15). At the institution that features in this research,
academics may offer one ‘drop-in’ session per week as a way for students
to ask questions and seek clarification. Sessions are not recorded, and
academics are not permitted to ‘teach’ during this time for reasons of
equity. Synchronous drop-in sessions are not a feature of the asyn-
chronous model. We suggest that the recent invitation for facilitators to
include drop-in sessions may be the HEI acknowledging the limitations
of asynchronous delivery. In this study, we use the term ‘facilitator’
when referring to HE academics who oversee fully asynchronously
delivered units, as no real time ‘teaching’ takes place. The following
review of literature over the past decade considers concepts related to
this study and which inform the analysis and discussion of the data: how
HE students engage in online learning, social presence in online
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learning, and the importance of social and emotional engagement in
asynchronous learning environments.

2. Literature review
2.1. Types of engagement in online learning

Levels of student engagement have been identified as strongly
correlating with learner outcomes (Brown et al., 2022). Engagement in
learning is, however, not easily assessed. While teachers can never fully
capture how students ponder, process, imagine, and reflect internally,
overt active engagement can be measured to some degree. Well known
models of engagement for learning focus on cognitive engagement
through active learning processes as evident through visible student
behaviour (c.f., Chi, 2021). Observable interactions such as note taking,
collaborative problem solving, creating a mind map, or highlighting
passages from a text, are generally not detectable in asynchronous
modes of learning. Redmond and colleagues’ (2018) ‘Online Engage-
ment Framework for Higher Education’ may be a more useful tool for
reviewing how students demonstrate engagement (cognitive, behav-
ioural, social, collaborative, and emotional) in asynchronous learning
contexts. They suggest that cognitive engagement is “the active process of
learning” or “what students do and think to promote learning” (p. 191).
This definition includes dispositions such as motivation, metacognition,
and self-regulation. Han and colleagues’ (2023) research with higher
education students studying asynchronously during COVID-19 re-
strictions noted that the most challenging cognitive aspects of asyn-
chronous study included time management, application of course
content, self-regulation, and motivation. Related behavioural engagement
processes include attention to learning, effort, persistence, and partici-
pation. Activities might include watching and responding to learning
materials, contributions to online discussion boards, and working with
peers within or outside the LMS on collaborative projects. While stu-
dents can be motivated to learn, it is the design and delivery of the
learning materials which promotes students to be engaged in each
learning episode. The best quality asynchronous offerings provide con-
tent segmented into concise and meaningful units of knowledge, videos
developed by and featuring the teacher speaking in a conversational
style (Choe et al., 2019), a well curated set of text and video resources,
reflective activities, periodic checks for understanding, and activities for
student collaboration (Grant, 2021; Varkey et al., 2023).

Assuming the content is prepared and delivered in an engaging and
purposeful manner, it is attention to aspects of social engagement which
promotes students to feel connected to their course. Social engagement
is the building of a community of learners, through which learners form
relationships, develop trust, and feel a sense of belonging. Social
engagement is essential for deeper cognitive engagement and successful
collaborative experiences (Ragusa & Crampton, 2018). For students to
engage socially with peers and lecturers in the course, the learning
management system (LMS) must first be accessible to all students and
encourage opportunities to build a community of learners. Social
engagement can foster collaborative engagement through which students
learn with peers, create working relationships with online facilitators
and develop institutional and professional networks. With respect to the
education of PSTs, emotional engagement in learning directly affects the
construction of PST identity, but much less has been written about this
type of engagement (Alves et al., 2019). Emotional engagement con-
siders the feelings attached to learning episodes and the associated
emotions that are ascribed to those feelings. Professor of Education,
Psychology and Neuroscience Mary-Helen Immordino-Yang points to
the importance of combined forms of engagement for learning success.
Immordino-Yang stresses that brain networks do not process social,
emotional, or cognitive information separately, but “all brain networks
appear to contribute to social, emotional, and cognitive processing,
depending on how they are engaged” (2019, p. 195). As such, we must
attend to all levels of engagement and processing to gain a fulsome
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understanding of how PSTs experience learning through asynchronous
methods.

2.2. Cultivating social presence in online learning

Akyol and Garrison (2019) refer to the Community of Inquiry (COI)
framework which notes the importance of three types of ‘presence’ in
relation to perceived student learning and satisfaction. ‘Social presence’
includes “affective expression, open communication, and group cohe-
sion” (p. 4). They describe ‘cognitive presence’ in terms of learning
processes such as “exploration, integration, and resolution of informa-
tion and problem solving” for which the catalyst may be a ‘triggering
event’ (p. 4). Finally, ‘teaching presence’ is defined in terms of unit
“design, facilitation, and direct instruction” (p. 4). As it is not possible to
address all components of the COI framework in this article, we focus on
social presence with acknowledgement that cognitive presence and
teaching presence are inherently impacted by attention to social pres-
ence. Care is demonstrated through social presence by PSTs feeling like
they are being seen as an individual through opportunities to connect
with peers and the facilitator and feeling part of a learning community.

Friesen’s (2014) and McShane’s (2006) research suggests that an
ethic of care is more difficult to develop when participants do not share
the same physical space. The facilitator cannot adequately convey
“empathy, trust, passion and emotion” and the teacher-student re-
lationships are fractured due to the “inability to convey responsiveness
and reciprocity” (McShane 2008, p. 203). Teaching has been described
as being like a conversation (Shakespeare, 2008), so there is a need for
students to establish strong connections to their teachers, peers, and the
university to experience learning in a positive way (Bellochi et al.,
2016). In ITE, for example, academics use face-to-face tutorials to model
effective teaching practices and often provide opportunities for PSTs to
try out teaching skills in a familiar and encouraging environment. PSTs
can pick up on embodied cues and sense if their strategies are working or
require in-the-moment adjustments.

Chung and Jeong’s (2023) research with Korean university percep-
tions of AO education found that learning satisfaction is “heavily
influenced by the effectiveness of course instructors’ online teaching and
learning strategies” (p. 353). With reference to social presence, O’Shea
and colleagues’ (2015) research identified three main factors focused on
the lecturer that can impact negatively on students’ social engagement:
(1) poor online communication, (2) non-responsiveness to student
communication or responses not received in a timely manner, and (3)
the “disappearing lecturer”—lecturers that demonstrate social presence
and engagement only at the beginning of the course of study.
Conversely, course designers and lecturers can gain maximum engage-
ment in the online space if they design the course specifically for online
learners’ cognitive and psychological needs, engage with students
regularly and responsively, and undertake careful design and modera-
tion of discussion forums (O’Shea et al., 2015). Varkey et al. (2023) note
that while close monitoring of discussion forums may be time
consuming for facilitators the benefits of well-designed forums “can
simply not be overstated” (p. 7). The benefits of well-designed forums
include students devoting more time to and deepening their engagement
with discussion; increased student cognitive processes due to delayed
feedback (a consequence of asynchronous posting), and a greater will-
ingness to post due to the lower stake nature of discussion forums.
Well-designed forums present a key method for developing a “collective,
connected, mutual experience” (Prodgers et al., 2023, p. 1231) a key
trait of effective learning communities.

2.3. The importance of social and emotional engagement in asynchronous
learning environments

All learners need to have a strong sense of belonging to the knowl-
edge community, as learners’ emotional and cognitive engagement is
embedded in their social engagement (Pietarinen et al., 2014). O’Shea
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and colleagues (2015) note that thoughtfully devised methods of
maintaining positive connections between learners, their teachers, and
peers is essential for student “satisfaction, persistence and academic
success” (p. 42). PSTs explore and develop their sense of teacher identity
and self-efficacy throughout their degree. This occurs in socially con-
structed opportunities for ‘dialogue’ and is “shaped by self-perception,
the perceptions of others, and the interpersonal power relations at
play” (Delahunty, 2012, p. 409). Synchronous online tutorials, work-
shops, and guest presentations provide real-time interpersonal interac-
tion, incorporate both academic and conversational language, and
provide opportunities for immediate feedback (Blau et al., 2017). Whilst
online, these activities help to replicate the ‘campus experience’ to
develop relationships and a sense of connection, or rather the social
engagement that occurs in face-to-face offerings and important informal
learning that happens through these interactions (Macken et al., 2021).

Such opportunities, however, are not part of fully AO offerings.
Therefore, students studying asynchronously may make gains in
autonomous learning but report less satisfaction in basic psychological
needs for support and relatedness (Fabriz et al., 2021). The lack of
physical co-presence reduces the possibility of emotional contagion and
may cause learners in asynchronous contexts to feel disconnected and
isolated (Bellocchi et al., 2016). As such, they are less likely to exhibit
emotional engagement, such as a sense of enjoyment and positive atti-
tudes toward their studies, feeling supported by others in the unit, and
experiencing a sense of belonging towards their teachers, peers, and the
university (Redmond et al., 2018). Delahunty (2012) suggests that this
lack of interactive immediacy may also lead to mistrust amongst par-
ticipants. A second vital component for student motivation missing in
asynchronous settings is real-time provision of formative feedback.
Ragusa and Crampton’s (2018) research with students studying online
found that “the quality and timeliness of lecturer feedback was the most
valued form of learning connection identified by students irrespective of
course” (p. 15). While feedback has been noted to produce positive ef-
fects on influencing students to participate in online discussions, Foo's
(2021) research on peer feedback in asynchronous discussions noted
that most students were provided superficial feedback which did not
result in encouraging high-level thinking.

Smits and Voogt (2017) highlight that social engagement in fully AO
learning contexts is not easily achieved. A common method to institute
student interaction is the use of discussion forums. These opportunities
for dialogue are intended to set the tone for interactions, establish group
trust and ways of working (Delahunty, 2012). The assumption is that
students will read and respond to their peers’ postings, “exposing them
to diverse viewpoints and requiring them to evaluate material from
multiple perspectives” (Klisc et al., 2017, p. 64). Merely providing this
strategy, however, is not sufficient for effective and high-quality
learning, particularly when it is the only form of social interaction.
Research has demonstrated that meaningful social engagement in dis-
cussion forums is aligned with the number of teacher posts, the design
and purpose of the task, the perceived genuineness of the task, and
questions that require higher level cognitive responses (Fehrman &
Watson, 2021). Successful online teachers, suggest Smits and Voogt
(2017), “work hard to write elaborate postings in which they listen to
students and share their knowledge” (p. 109). Without sufficient op-
portunities to engage with the unit socially it is likely that emotional
engagement will be limited or absent.

In sum, the literature to date emphasises how HEIs must work to
cultivate and sustain students’ cognitive and behavioural engagement,
but when learning is online, particular emphasis must be placed on
developing students’ social and emotional engagement. While there is a
body of research on developing care, community, and connection
through synchronous online tutorials and activities, this study will
specifically address the lack of research concerning social and emotional
engagement in ITE delivered in asynchronous contexts, as well as
implementation of a pedagogy of care in asynchronous learning envi-
ronments as a “neglected area of research” (Greer, 2023, p. 1) therefore
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adding an original and distinctive contribution.

3. Conceptual framework

Noddings’ Framework of Moral Education (1998) was utilised to
examine the PSTs’ experiences of care, community, and connection in
this study. This framework was chosen because it is a compelling
structure through which to examine the way relationships are built in
educational settings. Noddings’ work centres on the promotion of an
ethic of care and the primary role that educational institutions play in
developing a caring society (Noddings, 1988). The four components of
Nodding’s framework: modelling, dialogue, practice, and confirmation can
be applied to identify the degree and nature of care and connection the
PSTs experienced when engaging with AO units.

Modelling is the recognition that the educator can, through their in-
teractions with students, demonstrate what caring is. Students learn
through their interactions with an educator, but also learn by watching
how the educator interacts with others in the class.

The second component, dialogue, is when educators model caring
through active engagement with students in dialogical activities. With
knowledge gained through dialogue, the caring teacher can work with
the student to meet needs and foster learning.

Practice involves providing opportunities for students to engage in
caring practices. An important element of this component is providing
students with opportunities to reflect on their practice of caring.

The final component in Noddings (2010) theory is confirmation in
which the educator encourages the student to be their ‘better self’
(Noddings, 1988, p. 192) and acknowledges when caring is demon-
strated. Within a caring relationship the educator can identify the stu-
dent’s strengths and create learning environments that foster their
development.

4. Materials and methods

The Australian university in this study offers a suite of ITE degrees at
undergraduate and postgraduate levels which are delivered face-to-face,
in hybrid mode, in online mode with synchronous interaction, and in
fully asynchronous mode. Some degrees are delivered solely AO, and
others have discrete units delivered in this manner. Some AO units offer
non-mandatory occasional ‘drop-in’ question and answer sessions (in
which no teaching takes place), but most do not. An invitation to
participate was sent to 1320 PSTs studying ITE degrees in Early Child-
hood, Primary, Secondary, Primary and Secondary, and Special Educa-
tion. This study included 130 PSTs (see Table 1), who responded to their
engagement with 41 individual units delivered fully AO. Respondents
resided in major cities and regional towns across the Eastern states of
Australia where [name of university]’s campuses are located.

All PSTs enrolled in AO units within the suite of degrees offered in
Semester 1, 2023 (February—June) were invited to participate in an
anonymous online survey taking approximately 10 min to complete. To
assess the internal and external validity of the survey, the questions were
reviewed by a group of academics involved in facilitating asynchronous
units, and then the survey was piloted with a small cohort undergoing a
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unit delivered asynchronously and in intensive mode. Responses
demonstrated that the questions were crafted in a way that promoted
clarity and avoided ambiguity. The survey was then completed by the
larger cohort twice within the 12-week learning period (first survey in
week five and final survey week ten) and the reliability of data was
compared. Findings from both data sets were similar with a STD + 0.03.
It is important to note that some PSTs elected to complete their units AO,
but others were required to complete the unit in this mode as AO was the
only offering. PSTs whose full study load was AO were informed about
the study and invited to participate through an announcement on their
degree hub site. PSTs enrolled in individual online asynchronous units
received an email with information about the study and an invitation to
participate from one of the researchers who was not involved in teaching
the AUOs.

We have included results from 107 full responses out of the total of
130 responses (23 partial responses) from PSTs studying a range of ITE
degrees at Undergraduate and Post Graduate levels. Approximately 80%
identified as female and 20% as male, not dissimilar to the gender ratio
of PSTs at the university (77% female) and teachers in Australia (72%
female) (ACARA, 2023). No participant identified as non-binary or
‘other’.

4.1. Survey

PSTs were invited to participate in an anonymous online survey
using the Qualtrics XM program. The study adhered to human ethics
requirements and approval given by the Human Ethics Advisory Group
at [name of] University (Ethics ID xxxx-xxxx). PSTs were provided with
a participant information letter explaining the project and informed
consent required before participants could progress with the survey. The
survey included questions which provided demographic data (e.g., de-
gree, gender, age range) and ten sliding scale questions to which the
PSTs responded from O (not at all) to 9 (a great deal) about their sense of
connection in the unit (e.g., How much do you feel connected to your unit
facilitator?; How much do you feel that your cohort is a community of
learners?). Two-open ended questions were posed to gather PSTs’ per-
spectives on their experience studying in an online asynchronous unit
and how they think it could be improved:

. Please describe the opportunities and activities that have been pro-
vided to connect you to the course, your peers, and unit lecturers/
facilitators, and how effective these have been;

. Please provide suggestions of additional opportunities and activities
that would enhance a connected experience and feeling of
community.

4.2. Analysis of data

As this was a mixed methods study, quantitative and qualitative
methods of data analysis were employed. Data from the sliding scale
questions were analysed using Qualtrics XM software. Significant dif-
ference was determined using Ranked Anova. Data from open-ended
questions in the survey were analysed deductively and inductively.

Table 1

Participant demographic data.
Degree Name Number of Male  Female 18-20 21-23 24-26 27-29 30 years or

students years years years years over
Bachelor of Primary Education 25.0 5.0 20.0 9.0 11.0 0.0 3.0 2.0
Bachelor of Secondary Education 4.0 4.0 0.0 1.0 1.0 2.0 0.0 0.0
Bachelor of Primary and Secondary Education 2.0 0.0 2.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 2.0
Bachelor of Early Childhood and Primary Education 28.0 1.0 27.0 5.0 12.0 3.0 1.0 7.0
Master of Teaching (Secondary)/Graduate Certificate in 21.0 10.0 11.0 0.0 2.0 4.0 4.0 11.0
Religious Education

Master of Teaching (Early Childhood and Primary) 27.0 2.0 25.0 0.0 0.0 2.0 2.0 23.0
Total count 107.0 22.0 85.0 15.0 26.0 11.0 10.0 45.0
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Deductive coding utilised the concepts within Nodding’s framework of
Moral Education (1998): The four components of Nodding’s framework:
modelling, dialogue, practice, and confirmation were applied to examine
the degree of care the PSTs experienced when engaging with AO units.
Inductive coding was guided by themes that emerged from the data
(Boyatzis, 1998). Throughout the process of inductive analyses, original
sub-categories and themes emerged. Constant comparative methods
(Strauss & Corbin, 1990) were used to identify the key themes that
emerged from the data. For example, the PSTs’ understanding of the
nature of AO learning. Analysis was guided by Miles and Huberman’s
(1994) model incorporating data reduction, data display and conclu-
sions and verifications. Analysis and interpretation were an interwoven,
continuous, iterative process.

5. Results

Participants indicated their perceived sense of connectedness by
answering ten questions (see Appendix) using sliding scales from 0 to 9:
0-1: not at all, 2-3: very little, 4-5: somewhat, 6-7: quite a bit, 8-9: a great
deal. The quantitative data is detailed here.

In response to the question about how connected PSTs felt to their
university, the average was 4.3 (standard deviation 1.9) indicating an
overall “somewhat” level of connectedness. The data demonstrates a
strong positive correlation between PSTs feeling connected to their peers
and connectedness to the facilitator (3.8+2.1) classified as ‘very little’ to
‘somewhat connected’, with P-value less than 0.00001 (see Fig. 1). The
lowest result concerned how connected PSTs felt to their peers, with the
average being 3.2+2.3 (classified as ‘very little’). More than half of re-
spondents expressed dissatisfaction with the lack of synchronous con-
nections throughout the unit with 51.6% having indicated a ‘somewhat’
to ‘very little’ connectedness to their community of learners (average
3.85+2.1). This was also evident when students were asked whether
participation in activities allowed them to feel connected to their peers,
with the average response being 4.52+0.51, further confirming a
‘somewhat’ to ‘little’ feeling of connectedness. Students reported a
‘somewhat’ to ‘quite a bit” when asked whether the level of overall
connectedness (to peers, facilitators, and the University) impacts their
decision to continue their studies, with the average response of 4.73
+0.27.

The components within the conceptual framework (Noddings,
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1988), modelling, dialogue, practice, and confirmation), are utilised to
present the findings. Illustrative quotes are provided to support the
observed framework components.

5.1. Modelling

In this study, responses indicated that some PSTs felt a strong sense
of care, connection, and community was modelled in particular units
and with particular unit facilitators:

The [name of unit] team make a massive effort to connect and be
kind to the students in the course. Lecturers are extremely responsive
to emails and posts in discussion forums.

[name of unit] had videos from the lecturer summarising the content
and a weekly ‘check in’. They answered discussion boards promptly.
Emails were polite and considered. Other subjects failed to achieve
this.

The lecturer tries to give more information about the unit and
summarise the various sections in a simpler way. This makes me feel
connected to the lecturer and understand what is expected of me.

Despite the absence of synchronous connections between students
and facilitators, these comments suggest that PSTs knew what strategies
contributed to a sense of care through the development of social pres-
ence. They appreciated timely and well-crafted responses from facili-
tators, the ways that content was conveyed in a personal and concise
manner, and the effort facilitators put into ‘checking in’ with their stu-
dents. PSTs indicated that they knew who their facilitators were as in-
dividuals, and that there were opportunities for PSTs to come to know
their peers socially and emotionally.

In contrast, PSTs who experienced a perceived lack of effort from
facilitators were dissatisfied with their learning and did not feel con-
nected to the learning community.

My experience has deteriorated so much. Old content, old lectures
(made in 2019), and no community.

We’d go weeks with no reply to discussion boards. There were no
lectures to connect us to the facilitator or content.

Here, an absence of care and social presence both for the facilitator
and the PSTs led to disconnected experiences, and possibly contributed

Levels of connectedness
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Fig. 1. Respondents’ perceived levels of overall connectedness.
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to social isolation for PSTs.
5.2. Dialogue

For the units in this study, educators modelled care through active
engagement in dialogical activities. ‘Dialogue’ occurred primarily
through emails, announcements, discussion forum activities and for
some units, ‘drop in’ question and answer sessions.

Some PSTs were able to identify what comprised well-constructed
opportunities for dialogue.

I liked the style of forum tasks where the questions were very con-
crete and there was a requirement to reply to others as much as post
oneself. While this is a somewhat artificial way to encourage social
interaction, it is effective in increasing forum engagement. Knowing
that responses won’t be graded is helpful.

The use of online meetings [drop-in sessions] has been the biggest
connecting factor for me, but this has varied greatly between units. In
my first unit there were weekly meetings. My third unit only had 3 or
4 meetings that were during work hours so I couldn’t attend, and
they were not recorded. This has made it significantly harder to feel
connected and part of a community of learners.

These comments suggest that the types of dialogue activities that
were well received by PSTs were those that were well planned, well
developed, and purposeful. Merely offering opportunities for dialogue
does not, however, mean that social presence and a sense of connection
will occur, as exemplified in the following comments:

We were asked to introduce ourselves in a discussion forum and to
write a little about ourselves. I believe that this does not help us get
to know our peers at all.

Students are required to post/respond to other student’s posts in an
online forum. [There is a] major disconnect between commenting on
someone’s post and actual communication.

There has been little to no collaboration with peers online as well as
minimal peer involvement and attendance during meetings.

Indeed, unstructured, and unfocused discussion forum activities held
little value for PSTs.

The forum tasks were too broad and felt cumbersome, so although I
intended to do all of them, I am feeling less committed to that goal
and engaging with the forums.

Discussion boards take a lot of time to read and contribute to without
really creating any meaningful connection between students.

[course] site has a ‘discussion’ post area. A total of 1-3 students
would post. There is no discussion. Not effective at all.

When PSTs start a new unit, they begin interacting with a range of
people they do not know. In fully AO units PSTs are not able to pick up
on social cues as they might in face-to-face situations. Comments such as
the following suggest that facilitators need to establish a sense of trust
and ways of working amongst the cohort so that the basis of relation-
ships can be formed.

As I am not available at the drop-in time I do not attend. I do not feel
that I am connected to the unit as I feel uncomfortable writing re-
sponses in the forum.

This study assumes that PSTs want to gain a sense of connection to
the learning community through dialogical means. Responses revealed
that a minority of PSTs (two in our survey) choose asynchronous modes
of study because they preferred limited opportunities for connecting
with their peers:
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We had drop-in meetings, emails and online forums. I don’t feel these
have been effective and I only contribute because I want to pass the
unit.

I don’t believe students that are selecting [AO] units are looking for
an awfully strong connection to their course/peers/lecturers.

As teaching is a relational profession and PSTs will need to relate to
and converse with a range of stakeholders in a range of educational
contexts when they enter the profession, choosing asynchronous modes
of study to avoid connecting with others seems to be anomalous. We
acknowledge, however, that respondents may be engaging in profes-
sional conversations in person as part of other employment or online
learning communities.

In sum, the level of care and connectedness PSTs felt depended on the
design skills, intent, and effort of the facilitator. PSTs appreciated when
the facilitators understood the importance of creating a community of
learners.

5.3. Practice

The majority of comments indicated that units provided the oppor-
tunity to engage in caring practices which included the chance for PSTs
to feel recognised, connect with others, and to demonstrate care for
others. There were conflicting findings on whether these opportunities
were effective at promoting caring practices between PSTs. However,
PST responses do demonstrate that they want to connect and get to know
their peers.

Discussions with peers before and after [drop-in sessions] were
somewhat effective. I have met some nice people [this way] and
become somewhat good friends with them. However, for the most
part [AO study] has been a very isolating experience.

The only ongoing connections I've maintained at [name of univer-
sity] resulted from three good group-task assessments I’ve been part
of.

Some PSTs indicated that they would not study in this mode in future
if possible.

I would not choose to do an [AO] subject in the future if it can be
avoided. There is no peer-to-peer connection.

It’s a very lonely experience when you’re unable to communicate
directly or see your peers. It’s very isolating.

One respondent suggested ways for PSTs in AO units to engage in
caring through connection:

If forums intend to increase social connection to peers, not just to
content, it would be helpful to have separation from the ‘course
content’ discussion forums or an entirely different platform (e.g.,
Facebook Messenger, WhatsApp) with effectiveness for social inter-
action with distance from the graded course content.

This comment suggests that PSTs need to get to know each other on
an individual level (social presence) before connecting to engage with
the unit content, and that existing familiar communication tools or other
types of live forums might assist with this.

While assessment that involves group tasks was suggested as a
catalyst for connection by some PSTs, others’ experiences with group
collaboration in AO units did not lead to this outcome.

We have been asked to do group activities, independent reflections
and responses to others. I have not felt connected to my peers
because we do not see each other every week and the group work we
are doing is easy to do with minimal contact.

We were asked to do a group task with a group of students from all
around Australia, but because of our schedules we could not organise
to meet and instead communicated via email and text. While we were
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able to work well together and complete the task, it doesn’t feel like
we’ve had the chance to really connect and collaborate in an
authentic way. There was little discussion, we all just did a section
without discussing the topic in depth as we did not have the chance
or the medium to do so.

Carefully crafted cooperative learning opportunities can lead to
feelings of enhanced competence and the development of positive social
relationships (Gillies & Boyle, 2005). PSTs indicated in these responses
that completing a group assessment task does not necessarily lead to
cooperative learning and that the design of tasks that require interde-
pendence may have been more beneficial for PSTs to demonstrate caring
practices.

5.4. Confirmation

PSTs provided some insight into how activities fostered their growth
as future teachers who work with an ethic of care.

[asynchronous] yarning circles have been a great way to engage us. I
value sharing perspectives and opinions as well as creating envi-
ronments that allow you to express yourself.

Yarning circles, an Australian Indigenous cultural practice, is a way to
communicate understanding between discussion contributors through
turn taking and active listening (Romano et al., 2023). Indigenous ele-
ments such as respect for all contributions and the creation of a ‘safe’
place (Radoll et al., 2019) can foster a sense of trust. In contexts where
participants are in proximity, participants are seated in a circle. Each
participant contributes in turn to a focus question, with others paying
full attention to the person speaking. Further iterations can provide
opportunities for participants to comment on peers’ responses. In
asynchronous contexts, this can be achieved through use of a discussion
forum, which might restrict participants from accessing others’ com-
ments before they add their own.

There have been multiple activities where students are able to read
others’ responses. Students are encouraged to learn from each other
and engage in positive ways in these forums. These have all been
effective and helped me feel more connected to peers/lecturers.

Any opportunities for confirmation in asynchronous offerings need
to be student-centered, particularly if the facilitator’s role is to assist
discussion. While synchronous drop-in sessions which do not feature an
agenda or structured dialogue are not part of the asynchronous model,
the following comment suggests that PSTs were seeking opportunities to
engage with their peers and direct this interaction.

Drop-in meetings are supposed to be ‘discussion-based’ in which
lecturers say they will ‘just talk for a little’ usually end up with the
lecturer talking for 40 minutes and NO interaction between students.
This has been a great disappointment.

Developing PSTs who work with an ethic of care takes time, trust,
and opportunities for ‘dialogue’ that are genuine and open. With limited
opportunities for engaging in care and connection, the facilitator must
not stand in the way of these opportunities.

6. Discussion

Research questions. Firstly, in answering, To what degree do ITE PSTs
studying units in fully asynchronous modes experience a sense of care,
community, and connection to their facilitator, peers, and course of study?,
analysis of the quantitative data indicated that most PSTs felt either
‘somewhat’ or ‘very little’ connection to the university and facilitators
and felt ‘very little’ connection to their peers. Whilst there were in-
cidences of very effective facilitators and effectively developed content
and activities, overall, PSTs did not agree that the activities and op-
portunities provided by the asynchronous model allowed them to feel
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engaged or connected to their learning. Caring pedagogies are enacted
through opportunities for connection and through PSTs feeling part of a
learning community, that is, ‘collaborative educational spaces where
learners are seen as an individuals, cared for, and provided opportunities
to enact care for others’. At least half of the respondents did not feel part
of a community of learners. PSTs indicated, however, that connected-
ness was important in their decision to keep studying their degree and
their satisfaction with their degree experience. When considering these
results, it is important to emphasise that some PSTs chose to study AO
and others did not, and some facilitators may have been required to
teach AO units and others may have requested (and preferred to) teach
this way.

In answering research question two, In what ways does a sense of care,
community, and connection impact PSTs’ engagement in learning for those
studying units in fully asynchronous modes? comments indicated a strong
correlation between PSTs’ perceived sense of care, community, and
connection and their level of engagement. With reference to Redmond
et al. (2018) Online Engagement Framework for Higher Education,
cognitive engagement was achieved when PSTs were motivated to
advance their own learning, displaying dispositions such as
self-regulation and activating metacognition. There were significantly
fewer statements from PSTs that alluded to examples of cognitive
engagement (e.g., Weekly discussions help to make me feel active within the
course) than those indicating a lack of cognitive engagement (e.g., It’s
easy to drift away and read hours of unrelated material). Behavioural
engagement processes such as persistence and participation were
influenced by the design and delivery of the learning materials as Choe
et al. (2019) suggest (e.g., The short videos are helpful since it’s the lecturer
trying to give more information about the unit and summarise the various
sections in a simpler way. [I] feel updated and understand what is expected of
me). Facilitators need to be aware of how a lack of, or poorly con-
structed, opportunities for connection negatively impacts on behav-
ioural engagement: Place more emphasis and time for peers to connect and
meet other people. Isolation impacts mental health and overall motivation to
complete work.

PSTs indicated a desire for activities to develop social engagement
with their course, facilitator, and peers. When facilitators made efforts to
craft engaging and purposeful activities and means of building re-
lationships, PSTs were drawn to taking part in those activities as Ragusa
and Crampton (2018) and Choe et al. (2019) suggest. These included
discussion forum activities with ‘concrete’ activities, and videos that
were developed by, and featured the facilitator (e.g., We had videos from
the lecturer summarising the content and a weekly check-in. Putting a face to
the lecturer makes a real difference). Comments that suggested emotional
engagement mentioned feelings attached to learning episodes such as ‘I
value’, ‘positive ways’, ‘friends’, ‘polite and considered’. Responses that
suggested a negative emotional response included words such as
‘disconnect’, ‘uncomfortable’, ‘isolating’, and ‘disappointment’.

In addressing research question three, In what ways do PSTs identify
that a sense of care, community, and connection has or has not been present?
there were three main factors that contributed to PSTs identifying a
sense of care, community, and connection in their AO units: 1. social
presence, 2. opportunities for dialogue and collaboration, and 3. the
development of ‘authentic’ and meaningful tasks.

Lowenthal (2022), Aldosari et al. (2022), and Richardson et al.
(2017) declare a strong relationship between social presence, student
satisfaction, and student engagement, and this was observable in our
research. Lowenthal (2022) describes social presence in AO contexts as
the sense that others are ‘real’ people and while they are not present
physically, they are ‘there’ socially and emotionally. The PSTs who felt
connected to their course, facilitator and peers were able to share what
contributed to their sense that others in the course were ‘real’, including
facilitators who were perceived as being sociable, warm, and personal
(Akyol & Garrison, 2019) (e.g., Lecturers are extremely responsive to emails
and posts ... team make a massive effort to connect and be kind to the
students).
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Social engagement through dialogue and collaboration in discussion
forums and assessment tasks was noted to be positive if PSTs appreciated
the design of the task, that the purpose was authentic or genuine, and
that the tasks required higher level cognitive attention (Fehrman &
Watson, 2021). In particular, positive experiences of engagement with
discussion forum activities included topics and parameters that brought
about ‘academically productive’ discourse (Gillies, 2016). PSTs ex-
pected facilitators to take part in the discussions on a weekly basis and
ensure the content was current, however, facilitators who dominated
‘drop-in’ discussions were perceived to diminish already limited op-
portunities for connection. The development of ‘authentic’ and meaningful
tasks such as group assessment can be a productive way to promote a
sense of care, connection, and community. Gillies (2016) found that
‘talk’ (reciprocal dialogues) and interdependency are key components of
cooperative learning. Opportunities for ‘talk’ are productive when stu-
dents “are required to investigate topics, consider alternative proposi-
tions, explain their own thinking, and problem-solve together to reach
consensus on an agreed topic” (p. 178). Rather than offering assessment
that can be divided into parts, facilitators should create assessment that
requires positive interdependence, so students cooperate and are “more
motivated to achieve than when they compete or work individually on a
task” (p. 187). To support individual accountability and equal partici-
pation in cooperative tasks, PSTs identify the strengths, preferences and
learning styles they bring to the assessment tasks. A strategy such as
“Jigsaw” may be utilised. For example, assessment groups are arranged
to consist of four members with each member labeled one to four.
Members with the same number from each assessment ‘home’ group
meet to discuss their designated part of the task after completing rele-
vant reading and bringing their experience, skills, and prior knowledge
to the conversation. PSTs then return to their ‘home’ assessment groups
and present their understanding of their component and how they will
master this section of the assessment. In this way, assessment groups
cannot achieve success without all members successfully contributing
their part. In sum, facilitators need to be cognisant that it is not merely
the use of tools that permit social presence and dialogue, but when, why,
and how these tools are used (Klisc et al., 2017).

7. Conclusions and implications for practice

The notion that ‘a good teacher is a caring teacher’ suggests Burke
and Larmar (2021) “is widely held across a range of educational set-
tings” (p. 603), and a teacher’s presence is key to students feeling a sense
of care, connection and community (Cain et al., 2022; Macken et al.,
2022). Experiences of learning online during COVID-19 restrictions have
highlighted the importance of relationships to successful learning out-
comes and that relationships are often perceived as more important than
the content itself (Cain & Phillips, 2021; Phillips et al., 2021). Greer
(2023) argues that care pedagogies in asynchronous learning environ-
ments “should be even more consciously applied because of the removal
in space and time of the learner from the instructor” (p. 1). This study
focused on the aspects of social and emotional engagement to ascertain
how PSTs recognised a sense of ‘care, community, and connection’ in
asynchronous learning contexts. The study is significant because it
identifies ITE degrees offered through fully AO methods as an
under-researched area and improves current understanding on how
PSTs experience their ITE degrees in asynchronous environments.

The results provide key implications for developers and facilitators of
AO units in ITE. First, that high quality facilitator presence can
strengthen the student-facilitator-peer relationship and increase student
satisfaction and engagement. Conversely, that an absence of social
presence can result in student isolation and dissatisfaction in learning
(Shannon & Clarke, 2022). Second, there is a significant disconnect
between the parameters of asynchronous learning (primarily that there
is no synchronous teaching) and PSTs’ expectations of asynchronous
study. Our respondents’ suggestions for an improved experience over-
whelmingly focused on including synchronous activities and questioned
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why these were not offered. Brown and colleagues’ (2022) research
found that student assumptions “influence expectations about online
environments and impact not only the levels of satisfaction within the
online course environment, but also satisfaction with the academic, their
degree, and the university as whole” (p. 287). Effectively communi-
cating the expectations of asynchronous study may alleviate some of the
dissatisfaction made clear in this study. Resultingly, we recommend
further research identifying student expectations of fully asynchronous
online delivery in ITE and the development of an auditing tool for PSTs
to assess their suitability for AO learning. For those who are required to
undertake AO units, we recommend a pre-unit skills module which will
focus on developing students’ skills needed to access and engage suc-
cessfully in AO learning. Additionally, further research might examine
any relationship between AO mode of study, rates of academic
misconduct, or rates of withdrawal from ITE courses of study. Longitu-
dinal studies may assess whether a lack of care, community and
connection in AO delivery of ITE courses impacts skills and dispositions
classified as inherent in the profession, particularly as applied to pro-
fessional placements. Examples might include: The capacity to effec-
tively use verbal language in a range of different social situations;
effective interpersonal engagement to work effectively, sensitively and
build relationships in educational settings; or behavioural stability to
work constructively in the potentially diverse and challenging academic
and educational environments.

Third, opportunities for experiencing care, community, and
connection should be carefully planned and student-centered. These
should include activities to promote meaningful and genuine dialogue
and group assessment tasks which foster cooperative learning and create
social presence for the facilitator and PSTs. Fourth, what facilitators
intend does not always translate to what PSTs experience. For example,
providing opportunities for dialogue and connection does not ensure
that PSTs will engage or engage in the expected manner. As teaching is a
relational profession, we agree with Pelliccione et al. (2019) that our
findings question the sustainability of asynchronous offerings for ITE.
Finally, and acknowledging acute teacher shortages globally, it is in the
best interests of the profession that primacy is placed on making high
quality asynchronous ITE programs available to prospective teachers
everywhere; particularly those in rural and remote geographical areas,
those with family and work commitments who need flexibility in when
and how they study. With this in mind, we suggest future research study
the effects of implementing pedagogical changes identified in this study
and their effect on student engagement and learning satisfaction with an
aim to provide evidence-based professional development opportunities
for educators facilitating AO units of study.
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Appendix. Sliding scale survey questions

1 How much do you feel connected to [name of university] as a
student?

2 How much do you feel connected to your facilitators?

3 How much do you feel connected to your peers?

7 How much do you feel that your cohort is a community of
learners?

8 How often are you provided opportunities and activities to con-
nect with others in your course?

9 How much do you feel that the opportunities and activities pro-
vided so far have helped you to connect with your lecturers and
peers?

10 How much do you participate in these opportunities and activ-
ities for social connection?

11 How much do you feel that the opportunities and activities
encourage you to engage with your studies?

12 How much does connection in your course impact your decision
to keep studying your course?

13 How much does this type of connection course create satisfaction
with your course?
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