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STUDENTS’ PERCEPTIONS OF CONNECTED-
NESS AND TEACHER CARING IN THE ONLINE 
UNIVERSITY ENVIRONMENT

There is increasing research on strategies for fostering students’ motivation  
online. However, a focus is lacking on the role of teacher caring and connectedness 
and how these motivational constructs develop in the online environment. Mixed 
methods were used to assess students’ perceptions of connectedness and teacher 
caring and how the teacher’s behavior related to these factors. Participants were 
173 students in an asynchronous, online graduate course in public administration. 
A survey included a validated caring scale from the MUSIC Model of Motivation  
Inventory and single items. Students’ perceptions of teacher caring were very 
strong. Data from focus groups, open questions, and a teacher interview cast a 
deeper light on the results. Course structures with quality material, clear direc-
tions, positive communication, support, and personal presence were influential. 
Students’ sense of peer connectedness varied. Instructional strategies should be 
planned so that students perceive teacher caring, as this factor improves student 
motivation and learning.

Keywords: connectedness, relatedness, caring, motivation, online studies, higher  
education

INTRODUCTION 

This study aimed to discover to what degree students perceived teacher caring and con-
nectedness with other students in an online course at an Icelandic university and which 
factors influenced these perceptions. The perception of caring entails that students  
sense the instructor’s respect, friendliness, willingness to assist, and care for their success  
(Jones, 2018). Studies have found that perceptions of instructor caring significantly  
predict student engagement, motivation, and achievement (Bergin & Bergin, 2009; Jones 
et al., 2021; Wentzel, 1997, 2022).

This caring construct, which is part of the MUSIC Model of Motivation, the theoretical 
framework used in this study, is built on research and theories of belonging and related-
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ness (Jones, 2018). Experts who have studied the need to belong have discovered that 
most people need to perceive caring or relatedness for optimal well-being, including in 
the educational setting (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Goodenow, 1992, 1993; Seifert &  
Bar-Tal, 2023). Baumeister and Leary (1995) describe two criteria for the need to belong: 
“First, there is a need for frequent affectively pleasant interactions with a few people, 
and second, these interactions must take place in the context of a temporally stable and 
enduring framework of affective concern for each other’s welfare” (p. 497). Studies have 
indicated that a sense of belonging to a group and a positive connection with the course 
instructor enhances the learning experience both in face-to-face and online environ-
ments (Seifert & Bar-Tal, 2023; Sergiovanni, 1994; Zamora et al., 2023). The concept of  
relatedness is used in self-determination theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 2000; Noddings, 
1992). SDT describes three psychological needs that, when met, contribute to motivation 
and achievement (Ryan & Deci, 2017). These are autonomy, competence, and related-
ness. Relatedness refers to the affective and emotional qualities embedded in teacher- 
student interactions and their feelings and beliefs toward each other (Ryan & Deci, 2017). 
Relatedness is feeling connected and belonging with others. “Relatedness is supported 
when others are involved and show interest in the persons’ activities, are empathic in  
responding to their feelings, and convey that the person is significant, cared for, and loved”  
(URMC Center for Community Health & Prevention, n.d.). A perception of relatedness 
with the teacher and fellow students creates a secure environment and increases motiva-
tion, which supports successful learning (Schunk et al., 2014). It is clear from these defi-
nitions that researchers in the field of educational psychology describe similar concepts 
in terms of belongingness, relatedness, and caring. Additionally, research has shown that 
perceiving social presence, which includes teachers’ caring through expressed friendli-
ness, respect, and support, and thus, a related construct, is an important motivational 
factor (Mazzolini & Maddison, 2007; Swan & Shih, 2005; Tao, 2009; Tu & McIsaac; 2002; 
Weaver & Albion, 2005). Social presence has been defined as a “student’s sense of being  
in and belonging in a course and the ability to interact with other students and an  
instructor although physical contact is not available” (Picciano, 2002, p. 22). A more recent 
definition from Garrison (2011) describes it as the “ability of participants to identify with 
the group or course of study, communicate purposefully in a trusting environment, and 
develop personal and affective relationships” (p. 34). Both definitions share characteris-
tics with definitions of relatedness and caring. 

It may be more challenging for students to experience relatedness or a sense of  
belonging online (Zamora et al., 2023). For that feeling to develop, students need to  
interact with the instructor and fellow students and sense a caring environment through 
these interactions. Not many studies deal specifically with students’ beliefs about how 
and why they perceive teachers’ caring or connectedness with others in an online  
university course. Jones et al. (2012) found that prompt, friendly, encouraging and per-
sonalized email responses and frequent reminders gave students the impression that the 
teacher cared for them. Accessibility and flexibility added to this perception. About 10% 
of the participants in their study believed that it was impossible to perceive personal 
caring in a large online course. Most studies of social presence report a relationship to 
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student satisfaction or perceived learning but fewer to motivation, instructor behavior, 
and course design (Richardson et al., 2017). Those few have provided insight into how 
teachers’ behavior could minimize students’ feelings of isolation online. These teachers’ 
actions include using students’ names, praising them for successful performances, and 
showing attentiveness. These actions help build a social presence, minimizing disconnect 
between instructors and students online (Richardson et al., 2017). 

Allen and Seaman (2014) define a course as an online course when at least 80% of the 
course content is delivered online, as face-to-face when zero to 29% is delivered online, 
and as blended (or hybrid) when 30-80% of the course content is delivered online. The  
definition includes both asynchronous (not occurring in real-time) and synchronous  
online content delivery. Online higher education studies in most parts of the world are 
on a constant rise, not least due to technological advancement and increasing access  
(Allen & Seaman, 2016; Seaman et al., 2018; Seifert & Bar-Tal, 2023). As online teaching and 
learning has increased, so has relevant research (Martin et al., 2020). Studies indicate 
that university students select online mode for several reasons (Valantinaité & Seder-
eviciuté-Paciauskiené, 2021). It can be a matter of necessity, convenience, or choice. 
Students mention aspects such as eliminating the factor of place and time, the inde-
pendence involved, and information quality. University leaders increasingly realize the 
importance of including online options in the institution’s long-term strategy for practical 
and financial reasons, e.g., less crowded classrooms, increased enrollments, and lower  
infrastructure costs (Allen & Seaman, 2017; Popovich & Neel, 2005). However, as  
online learning becomes increasingly common, educational institutions face new teacher-, 
student-, and institutional challenges. The effectiveness of online programs on student  
learning depends on many factors (Owens et al., 2009). It is of utmost importance to  
understand the various needs of online students to maximize the quality of their educa-
tion (Aristovnik et al., 2023; Ericson Nolasco, 2022; Selvaraj et al., 2021). Student reten-
tion, for example, has generally been lower online, commonly blamed on the nature of 
the modality itself, but possibly due to the instructors’ lack of skills in motivating students 
to engage in their learning (Simpson, 2013). During COVID-19, several instructors felt 
adapting to online teaching was a challenge, and the effect on many students was consid-
erable (Lassoued et al., 2020). Administrators commonly, and perhaps understandably, 
lack the knowledge of online pedagogy, and consequently, teachers who are expected 
to adapt to teaching online may experience a lack of administrative support (Kentnor, 
2015). Instructional development programs (IDPs) have been developed for instructors 
of both face-to-face and online modalities. However, there is limited general knowledge 
about the features that make such programs effective (Steinert et al., 2016). Much has  
been achieved, but the intricacies of teaching online and how teachers are best supported 
need to be studied in more detail. 

According to Owens et al. (2009), student learning online can be affected by factors 
such as organization, content, the quality of relationships, and psychosocial factors. 
These are generally the same components as those influencing face-to-face programs, 
but solving some of these challenges in the online environment may require specialized 
strategies (Lassoued et al., 2020; Owens et al., 2009). Online courses require a consid-
erable amount of motivation and self-regulation on behalf of the student, as the stu-
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dent is responsible for staying on track. However, the attitude and actions of the teacher, 
as well as the course design, can make a striking difference to students’ perceptions of  
motivational factors (Jones, 2018). Reasons related to students’ lack of motivation, such 
as experiencing a lack of relatedness (an established motivational factor), have been a 
common contributor to attrition in online courses (Artino, 2008; Keller, 2008; Pineau, 
2007; Willging & Johnson, 2004).

This study focuses on the factors involved in students’ perceptions of caring and  
relatedness in the online environment. The research question was: To what extent did 
students perceive or experience teacher caring and connectedness with each other in an 
online, asynchronous course, and which factors influenced this perception?

Theoretical framework 
The MUSIC® Model of Motivation is used as the framework for this study. Moore’s  
pedagogical framework (somewhat dated but still valid) is also discussed as it explains 
and emphasizes interactions in distance learning (Moore, 1989). The MUSIC Model  
particularly considers the perception of caring in the motivational climate. The caring 
component stipulates that students must experience caring interpersonal relationships in 
their study environment to be motivated. As mentioned above, this inference is based on 
research on the theoretical concepts of belongingness, relatedness, and connectedness 
from self-determination theory and theories of belonging (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; 
Jones & Wilkins, 2013; Ryan & Deci, 2000). One perceives a sense of caring when respect, 
helpfulness, friendliness, and care about one’s success is portrayed (Jones, 2018). 

In the field of educational psychology, motivation is commonly defined as “the process 
whereby goal-directed activity is instigated and sustained” (Schunk et al., 2014, p. 5). 
Many studies have identified motivation as a strong predictor of success (e.g., Paas et 
al., 2005; Stevens & Switzer, 2006; Whipp & Chiarelli, 2004). Motivated students engage 
in their studies and generally succeed. Through the years, several motivation theories 
have developed, e.g., self-determination (Deci & Ryan, 2000), expectancy-value (Wigfield  
& Eccles, 2000), interest (Hidi & Renninger, 2006), and achievement goal theories  
(Pintrich et al., 2003). Having studied these theories and related research, Jones (2009, 
2018) designed the MUSIC® Model of Motivation to make this knowledge more accessi-
ble to educators. It includes five components that motivate students to engage in their 
studies. The name is an acronym based on the first/second letter sound of each compo-
nent: eMpowerment (M), Usefulness (U), Success (S), Interest (I), and Caring (C). The first, 
eMpowerment, refers to students’ perception of autonomy, e.g., having some choices. 
The Usefulness factor points to students’ belief in the usefulness of their studies. Success  
refers to students’ expectations of success. The interest component encompasses  
students’ situational interests, and finally, the caring factor deals with students’ per-
ception of teacher caring (personal or academic). Jones (2018) emphasizes that courses 
need to be so designed that students experience empowerment (autonomy), usefulness  
(value), a feeling of success (confidence), situational interest, and teacher’s caring (relat-
edness). He developed the MUSIC Model of Academic Motivation Inventories (MMAMI), 
validated in several languages and settings (Jones, 2024; Parkes et al., 2015). The results 
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have been used in face-to-face and online courses to evaluate students’ motivation and 
guide educators in improving their courses (see Jones et al., 2022). 

In his pedagogical framework, Moore (1989) emphasizes three student interactions  
that must be considered in designing a distance education course: Student-peer, student- 
instructor, and student-content. Student-peer interaction usually happens in student- 
managed groups where students have some autonomy. This design fits adult learners 
well, as they can self-regulate better than younger students. The development of student- 
instructor interaction depends significantly on the teacher’s ability to participate and 
engage students in activities and course design. Finally, the student interacts with the 
course content by studying, relating the content to prior knowledge, creating meaning, 
and developing understanding and perspectives. The way the course is organized can  
influence the success of this interaction. Students’ satisfaction and motivation in the  
online environment and their achievements are positively influenced when these factors 
are integrated into the course design (Bernard et al., 2009). 

There is considerable research on strategies fostering students’ motivation online. 
However, a focus has been lacking on teacher caring and connectedness as well as factors 
affecting the development of these constructs (Richardson et al., 2017; Tao, 2009). This 
study is designed to add to this knowledge. 

METHOD

A sequential, explanatory mixed methods design was employed, starting with a student  
survey, followed by student focus groups and a teacher interview, and finally repeat-
ing the survey for another cohort of students with additional open-ended questions  
(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017). The quantitative data from both surveys were analyzed as 
one data set. Adding more participants gave the results more weight. The organization of 
the course was the same; so was the instructor. 

Setting
The course was an asynchronous (no real-time), online course, six ECTS units (European 
Credit Transfer and Accumulation System), part of a graduate program in public adminis-
tration at a university in Iceland. The study material in the course included videos where 
the instructor interviewed administrative officials from the city or state, e.g., on how they 
based their work on theories studied in the course, recordings of PowerPoint presenta-
tions, weekly video recordings answering student questions regarding the course, and a 
textbook. Personal questions were answered via email. The assessment included three 
online examinations comprising random questions, six mandatory comments in a discus-
sion thread, and one final essay. Additionally, students had a choice of answering two  
bonus questions every weekend. The learning management system (LMS) Canvas was 
used.
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Participants and procedure
A survey was sent via Survey Monkey to the 182 students in the 2020 cohort after the 
course ended and grades were assigned. Following the data analysis, an email was sent 
to participants asking for volunteers to participate in focus groups. The focus groups were 
conducted to deepen understanding of some of the results. Participants in the three  
focus groups (n=10; 60–90 min. long) were all volunteers and signed a form giving  
consent to anonymous data processing. The focus group discussions were recorded and 
transcribed verbatim. Subsequently, an interview with the instructor took place. The 
goal was to compare students’ perceptions to those of the instructor. In the fall of 2021, 
the same survey was sent to the current cohort of 172 students with a few open-ended  
questions built on the themes from the focus groups. Introductory letters to both  
cohorts explained the purpose of the study, anonymity, voluntary participation, their 
right to withdraw from the study at any time, and the handling of data. Completing the 
survey indicated consent to participate. The authors of this paper did not know the par-
ticipants. The study was reviewed by the university ethics review board per Icelandic 
regulations. Of the 354 students registered, 173 participated in the survey (49%), 82 from 
fall 2020, and 91 from fall 2021, with a response rate of 45% and 53%, respectively. 

Demographics
Table 1 shows the demographic characteristics of the participants (n=173). Women com-
prised most participants in both cohorts, and more than half of the participants were 
between 30 and 50 years of age. These characteristics were representative of the popu-
lation. Most lived in the capital area, worked more than 30 hours per week, and select-
ed online studying as their preferred modality. Their ideal choice of working on study  
projects was either to work individually or partly in a group (see Table 1).

Table 1

Demographics

Demographic Levels 
2020 2021 Total 

n=82 % n=91 %  n=173 % 

Gender Men 19 23% 27 30% 46 27% 

Women 63 77% 64 70% 127 73% 

Age 20 to 29 years 15 18% 8 9% 23 13% 

30 to 39 years 28 34% 31 34% 59 34% 

40 to 49 years 24 30% 32 35% 56 33% 

50 years and older 15 18% 20 22% 35 20% 
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Residence Great capital area 56 68% 58 64% 114 66% 

Countryside 26 32% 33 36% 59 34% 

Children No children 32 39% 29 32% 61 35% 

One child 12 15% 18 20% 30 17% 

Two children 23 28% 31 34% 54 31% 

Three children or more 15 18% 13 14% 28 16% 

Prior education Bachelor’s degree 36 44% 39 43% 78 43% 

Diploma at master’s level 9 11% 6 7% 15 9% 

Master’s degree 37 45% 42 46% 79 46% 

PhD degree 0 0% 4 4% 4 2% 

Hours of paid 
work pr. week 

No paid work 15 18% 8 9% 23 13% 

1 to 20 hours 7 8% 8 9% 15 9% 

21 to 30 hours 5 6% 1 1% 6 3% 

31 to 40 hours 30 37% 37 41% 67 39% 

More than 40 hours 25 30% 37 41% 62 36% 

Preferred 
learning mo-
dalities 

Online 58 71% 83 91% 141 82% 

Blended 19 23% 6 7% 25 14% 

Face-to-face 5 6% 2 2% 7 4% 

Ideal project 
work style* 

Individual 45 55% 51 57% 96 56% 

Group 1 1% 0 0% 1 1% 

Mixing individual and 
group projects 

36 44% 39 43% 75 43% 

* One answer was missing in 2021 (n=90)

Measures 
Survey
The survey included the shorter version of the MUSIC Inventory (18 items), which has 
been validated for the Icelandic language (Schram & Jones, 2016). The more extended 
version has also been validated in Icelandic (Jones et al., 2023). The Cronbach’s alpha is 
good for all five MUSIC scales (see Table 2). Students’ perception of instructor caring was 
measured using the four-item caring scale from the MUSIC Inventory. The caring scale 
is the same for both versions: 1) The instructor is respectful of me; 2) The instructor is 
willing to assist me if I need help in the course; 3) The instructor cares about how well I 
do in this course and; 4) The instructor in this course is friendly (Jones, 2024). A six-point 
Likert scale was used with ratings from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (6) in lieu 
of directions. In this study, Cronbach’s alpha for the caring scale was 0.85, indicating a 
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good internal consistency, i.e., that the items are closely related (see Table 2). Cronbach’s  
alpha provides a simple way to measure whether or not a score is reliable. Its use assumes 
that multiple items measure the same underlying construct. Higher values suggest that 
the items are closely related (a strong correlation) and consistently measure the same 
construct. Cronbach’s alpha for the caring scale in both Icelandic translations was 0.88. 
The items used to study connectedness and a sense of community were: I felt I had a suf-
ficient connection with the teacher; I felt I had a sufficient connection with the students; 
In this course, I got the feeling that I was a part of the university’s study community; and 
I felt it was important to connect with the school community and those who are there. 
The two added open questions for the 2021 cohort were built on the focus group results 
and were used to get more personal descriptions of what students thought contributed 
to their feelings of teacher caring: What does the teacher do to give you the feeling that 
she cares for 1) your success 2) you as a person? These questions were built on Jones et 
al. (2012). In addition to these items and the traditional demographic information, two 
questions were used to understand respondents’ preferences regarding studying online 
or face-to-face and working on course projects alone or in groups. The characteristics of 
the participants were believed to be important for the interpretation of results.

Table 2 

Cronbach’s alpha for the MUSIC components
MUSIC components - 

scales 
Cronbach’s alpha 

Original 
version

Icelandic  
validation

2016 

This study 

eMpowerment (4) 0.72 0.68 0.78 

Usefulness (3) 0.8 0.87 0.86 

Success (4) 0.84 0.83 0.83 

Interest (3) 0.77 0.86 0.76 

Caring (4) 0.85 0.88 0.85 
Number of items in each scale are in parenthesis.

Focus groups/Interview 
An interview guide with a few non-leading prompts was employed, asking focus group 
participants to consider some specific results. An interview guide with open questions 
was used in the interview with the teacher. The first author conducted both the focus 
group and the teacher interviews. Both authors had access to the data.
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Data analysis
Quantitative analysis
The survey data from both cohorts were analyzed as a whole, as the purpose was to  
collect general results from the course which was organized the same way for both  
cohorts and taught by the same instructor. The survey scales and items were the same, 
except for the two additional open questions for cohort two. Descriptive statistics were 
recorded, i.e., means and standard deviation for the continuous variables and frequency 
for the categorical variables. Version 21.0 of SPSS was employed for data analyses.

Qualitative analysis
An inductive approach was used to analyze the data from the focus groups and the inter-
view data, determining meaning and creating themes from the data without preconcep-
tions, based on expert guidelines (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Clarke & Braun, 2013). Analyzing 
the descriptions of the participants’ experiences made it possible to detect patterns that 
resulted in a better understanding of the survey results. First, the two authors studied the 
data individually, generating initial codes and creating themes. Subsequently, differences 
were discussed, and final themes were determined. A deductive approach was used for 
the responses to open questions because they were already based on established cate-
gories from the focus groups.

 
Mixed methods analysis
Finally, the relevance of the qualitative data to the quantitative data was studied using 
triangulation, i.e., integrating the results by asking how the themes and patterns relate 
to students’ answers on the survey. This is common in mixed methods analysis (Onwueg-
buzie & Leech, 2006; Schram, 2014). The quantitative analysis provides breadth, or a 
broad, general view of students’ perceptions, while the qualitative analysis gives more 
insight or depth and helps explain the results. As is recommended in mixed methods, the 
results of the two genres are presented and mixed as much as possible in the results and 
the discussion sections of this paper (Creswell & Plano-Clark, 2017). The quantitative and 
qualitative genre results are presented in themes and, where relevant, mixed. 

RESULTS

Students’ perception of teacher caring and connectedness with the 
teacher
Students experienced teacher caring to a great degree. The caring scale from the MUSIC  
Model had a mean of 5.32 (SD=0.73) on a six-point Likert scale with descriptors at each 
point, where 2.9% chose a negative answer (1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 =  
somewhat disagree), but 13.4% chose somewhat agree (4), 30.3% chose agree (5), and 
53.4% (6) strongly agree. The means were higher than five for each item in the caring factor.  
‘My instructor was friendly’ was the highest (M=5.5, SD=0,78), followed by ‘My instructor 
was respectful of me’ (M=5.4, SD=0.72), then ‘My instructor cared about how well I did in 
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the course’ (M=5.3, SD=0.84) and last, ‘My instructor was willing to assist me if I needed 
help with the course’ (M=5.1, SD=1.1). Results indicated that students perceived that 
the teacher cared for their success, was friendly and respectful, and was available when 
they needed assistance (see Figure 1). Excluding the somewhat agree responses, positive 
answers were 76–88%, but including those, positive responses were 93–100% for these 
individual items (see Figure 1). 

Figure 1

Students´ perception of teacher caring for each of the four items in the caring scale

Students responded to the item on the survey, ‘I felt I had a sufficient connection with 
the teacher’ (M=4.25, SD=1.26). The majority agreed that it was sufficient. Including the 
somewhat agree group (27.8%), 72% believed they had sufficient connection with the 
teacher. Of the 27.7% disagreed, most answered somewhat disagree or 21%, leaving only 
7.1% who disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement.

In the first cohort focus group, students were asked what made them feel that the 
teacher cared about their learning. In addition, the second cohort answered the same 
questions in open boxes on the survey: What does the teacher do to give you the feeling 
that she cares for your success or you as a person? Of the participants, 58% (n=53) volun-
teered responses in the open boxes. There was no difference in the responses regarding 
the questions regarding success and you as a person.

The comparison between the responses from the focus groups and those who  
answered the open questions revealed very similar responses. The two main themes 
were instructor behavior and course structure (see Tables 3 and 4). The subthemes for 
instructor behavior were: informative and encouraging; visible and present; giving timely  
answers, feedback and support; and arousing interest in the subject. Participants  
expressed strong satisfaction with teacher behavior and course structure, claiming that 

 Strongly disagree to Somewhat disagree	  Somewhat agree	  Agree	  Strongly agree

	 12%	 35%	 53%

	 10%	 21%	 67%

	 17%	 31%	 45%

	 15%	 34%	 48%

	 0%	 20%	 40%	 60%	 80%	 100%
Percentage of students

My instructor was respectful of me
(N=169)

My instructor was friendly
(N=154)

My instructor cared about how well I 
did in the course (N=159)

My instructor was willing to assist me  
if I needed help in the course (N=165)
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it created connections and a sense of teacher caring. So did the focus groups. They felt 
connected to the teacher, even to the point that some felt they knew her personally, as 
expressed by the words “I felt like I knew her” and “She looked into students’ eyes.” Her 
character shone through the study material and her effort to support their studies. The 
subthemes for course structure were good organization and clear direction, a structured 
timeline, encouraging engagement, professionalism and quality. Students’ quotes in  
Tables 3 and 4 clearly describe their positive experiences. They experienced teacher caring 
through the teacher’s actions or behavior and how she structured and organized the 
course.

Table 3

Summary of themes and subthemes. The reasons students experienced teacher caring 
and connection with teacher. Theme 1: Instructor behavior

Theme 1: 
Instructor  
behavior 

2020  
Focus groups 

2021  
Open answers 

Teacher’s  
descriptions

Informative and 
encouraging 

“Sent encouraging 
emails” 
 
“In one of her emails… 
’now we are halfway up 
the mountain, so we do 
not have far to go.” 

“Teacher often sent 
messages about how 
things were going, what 
was happening now, 
and what would happen 
soon. Very good (smiley 
face)” 
 
“Encourages questions 
and answers all (course 
related) questions in 
weekly videos.” 
 
“You can always contact 
her.” 

“I sent encouraging 
emails..., pointed  
out this and that”  
[connected to news 
clips or TV programs] 
 
“Wrote positive  
remarks into the  
discussion thread:  
‘It was really fun to  
read this’...” 

Visible “The instructor was 
visible in all the videos.” 
 
“She looked into  
students’ eyes.” 
 
“She speaks directly to 
us when she answers 
questions.” 

“I felt like I knew her.” 
 
“She was always very 
friendly in the record-
ings and visible there.” 

“I told them:  
‘You see me’...” 
 
“To keep the connec-
tion, you need to act 
alive, not take yourself 
too seriously, act as you 
are having a conversa-
tion... be present in 
videos” 
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Timely  
answers/ feed-
back 

“Answered (course 
related) questions in 
weekly videos”. 
 
“Prompt, thorough  
responses to message 
inquiries; offered Zoom 
meetings to discuss 
personal matters” 

“Ongoing feedback 
from teacher was very 
helpful.” 
“Good access to the 
teacher and regular 
emails motivate  
students.” 
 
“Great to get Q and A 
on Mondays. Teacher 
answers all questions 
with interest and 
explains very well.” 
 
“Does Q and A for eve-
ryone, not only those 
who asked.” 

“I answered all weekly 
questions on PPT video, 
giving everyone equal 
access.” 
 
“I quickly answered 
time-sensitive  
personal emails.” 
 

Support 
for success 

“I felt that the instructor 
cared about my learning 
and me finishing the 
course.” 
 
“Sent statistics on the 
results of the weekend 
questions... progress, 
positive remarks.” 

“Provides weekend 
questions: possibility of 
raising grades and prac-
ticing for the exams.” 
 
“Respects students and 
gives good advice in 
learning.” 
 
“Tries to reach students 
by complimenting them 
and discussing how the 
group is doing. It works 
well.” 

“Told them: Send me 
some questions.” 
 
“Sent frequent  
feedback and advice: 
Check this out.” 
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Personal  
presence 

“I just feel like I know 
her... did not feel like 
I was experiencing an 
online course” 
 
“...pat on the back.” 
 
“I have tried both...130 
students in a lecture 
hall...I felt like I had 
her for myself. I could 
always open the com-
puter and there she 
was.” 
 
“I connected with her, 
you know. I would greet 
her, see” 

“She is extremely 
encouraging and warm 
and speaks to students  
with respect and 
remarkable closeness 
considering that she 
never met us.” 
 
“She makes an effort 
to take care of a huge 
group of students, 
she has answered my 
emails, and I sense a 
warmth from her.” 
 
“Friendly messages 
where she tried to 
encourage people, she 
seemed to realize that 
there was much stress 
in the course, especially 
because people were 
doing this in addition to 
working.” 

“I emphasize connec-
tion, encouragement.” 
 
“The discussion thread 
gave me great connec-
tion with students... 
did not happen in the 
face-to-face course 
where I had them do 
group work.” 

Aroused  
interest in  
the subject 

“Fun to listen to.” 
 
“Suddenly I was int-
erested in things that 
I had no idea I was 
interested in.” 
 
“The way she approac-
hes the subject, it gets 
you more interested, 
and to listen to the 
interviews.” 

“Discussions and video 
interviews connect 
learning and practice.” 
 
“...[her] passion for the 
subject.” 
 
“She is so knowled-
geable about the 
material; it makes 
uninteresting stuff 
really interesting.” 
 
“A warm attitude and 
interest in the subject 
shines through during 
teaching, and it is en-
grossing and increases 
one’s interest in the 
course content.” 

“Important to keep 
their connection to the 
course material alive...
related the course ma-
terial to real-life, e.g., 
news and other TV  
programs.” 
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Table 4 
 

Summary of themes and subthemes. The reasons students experienced teacher caring 
and relatedness with teacher. Theme 2: Course structure
Theme 2:  
Course  
structure 

2020 Focus groups 2021  
Open answers 

Teacher’s belief 

Good organiza-
tion and clear 
directions 

“Clear curriculum that 
was easy to follow” 
“Gave many instruc-
tions throughout the 
course.” 
 
“Best instructions ever” 
(essay rubric).​ 
 
“Everything was  
so clear from the 
beginning.” 

“Clear goals, detailed 
information within Can-
vas, good organization, 
consistency in study 
materials and assess-
ment.” 
 
“Frequent feedback.” 
 
“I thought the course 
was very well organi-
zed, the recordings 
clear and feedback to 
students to 
be applauded.” 

„I gave them clear  
directions for the 
essay...“ 
 
“I had completed all 
the lecture- and inter-
view videos before the 
course started.” 

Structured 
timeline  
encouraging 
student  
engagement 

“Pushed students, kept 
them on track.” 
 
“You needed to stay on 
track.” 
 
“It kept you working, 
you know, the chapter 
quizzes and the week-
end questions.” 

“The weekend ques-
tions…that’s why I 
gradually learned 
the material over the 
semester.” 
 
“She had clear and 
rather challenging ex-
pectations, but fair, and 
because they are clear, 
it is easier to 
fulfill them.” 

“I organized it into 
three modules.” 
 
“I had an introductory 
lecture on the organiza-
tion.” 
 
“Offered weekend 
questions [bonus] and 
emailed them a report 
of how it went. They 
found it motivating” 

Professionalism  
and quality 

“Making quality  
videos. Instructor cared 
enough to spend all this 
time on making them” 
 
“Such ambition in this 
course” 

“Slides professional.” 
 
“Got ambition for 
students’ success.” 

“Had a professional do 
the interview recor-
dings [...] I learned how 
to cut and produce 
recordings.” 
 
“It makes a big diffe-
rence what the recor-
dings look like.” 
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Students’ perceptions of connectedness with their fellow students 
and the university community
Responding to the survey statements exploring whether respondents felt they had a  
sufficient connection with their fellow students and the study or university community, 
the majority disagreed that they had had sufficient connection with other students (see 
Figure 2).

Figure 2 

Radar chart showing responses regarding connections with the teacher, fellow students, 
study community and the importance of being part of the university community.

Strongly Agree

Strongly 
Disagree

Disagree

Somewhat Disagree

Somewhat  
Agree

Agree

40%

30%

20%

10%

I felt I had a sufficient connection with 
the teacher (M=4.25, SD=1.26, N=155)

I felt I had a sufficient connection with 
my fellow students (M=3.02, SD=1.46, 
N=155)

I felt it was important to connect with 
the university community (M=3.55, 
SD=1.39, N=162)

During this course, I got the feeling that 
I was a part of the study community 
(M=3.6, SD=1.44, N=156)

The focus group explained, however, that even though they would have liked more  
connection with other students, they also appreciated the practicality of independent, 
online studies. Most preferred online learning modalities (82%) or blended learning (14%) to 
face-to-face studies (Table 1). Many had work (87%) and family responsibilities (65%), and it 
fit them better to work on individual assignments (56%) because working with others often 
required more time. Others thought there could be some variety. Like many others, the partic-
ipants studied online because of their preference or demographic context and did not expect 
to establish connections with fellow students. Some of the open-box comments described 
their position:

It is challenging to be in contact with so many students, and I did not feel personally connect-
ed, but I did not think it was necessary.

Because this is a vast course, it is expected that the instructor and the students will not have 
frequent personal contact. 

Responding to the statement in the survey regarding the importance of connecting with 
the university community, most seemed ambivalent, choosing the somewhat disagree/
somewhat agree options. However, some felt rather connected to the study community 
and considered this important (see Figure 2). Many focus group participants indicated 
that it was enough for them to connect to their work community. 
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The instructors’ view of which factors influenced students’ belief that 
she cared for them and their success
The results from the instructor interview lined up closely with the themes generated 
from the focus groups and the open-box questions (see Tables 3 and 4). She had not 
seen the student results prior to the interview. Her answers revealed how she organized 
the course and connected with students. She indicated that she made a real effort to 
connect by being personal, e.g., sharing experiences and stories and speaking informally 
in her recordings. She was able to send encouraging emails, participate actively in the 
discussion thread, answer their questions in the weekly videos, and thus support their 
learning. Having made all the organizational preparations for the course before it started,  
she had more time to connect with students. The instructor’s responses confirmed  
students’ answers of how she successfully planned the course and the activities to influ-
ence students’ perceptions of her presence and support. Finally, she praised the Univer-
sity Center for Teaching and Learning for excellent assistance in developing the online 
version of the course.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

Moore (1989) emphasized three student interactions that must be considered in designing  
a distance education course: student-peer, student-instructor, and student-content. 
When these factors are integrated into the course design, motivation and student  
satisfaction are positively influenced (Bernard et al., 2009). Even though the instructor 
and the students only made direct contact through an online discussion thread, the  
students in this large asynchronous course environment perceived a strong sense of 
teacher caring which is an important motivational factor (Jones et al., 2018). The quali-
tative results indicated that instructors’ behavior and course organization strongly influ-
enced students’ perception of teacher caring. The instructor’s caring behavior was char-
acterized by personal presence through frequent, encouraging, and informative emails, 
participation in discussion threads, and visibility in study material and recordings. In re-
corded interviews, she spoke lively, often using humor to create a pleasant atmosphere. 
Additionally, students perceived that she made a real effort to support their studies with 
a well-organized course structure, giving them the feeling that she cared about their suc-
cess. Jones et al. (2012) similarly found that the instructor’s actions, especially prompt, 
personal emails and thorough responses gave students the impression that the teacher 
cared about them. Accessibility, encouragement, and flexibility also added to their per-
ception of academic caring. However, unlike the respondents in this study, participants 
did not specifically mention characteristics regarding course design as contributing to 
their sense of being cared for. As mentioned in the literature review, studies on social 
presence, a related concept, indicate that it can develop online but often depends on 
course design and teacher behavior (Richardson et al., 2017). Tu and McIsaac (2002) 
similarly linked this development to course design. The key subthemes regarding course 
design in this study were good organization, a structured timeline, and professionalism 
and quality. In their study on MOOC courses, Gregori et al. (2018) found that quality  
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videos significantly predicted course completion and teacher presence, the latter in-
creasing students’ perception of teacher caring. In their meta-analysis, Richardson et al. 
(2017) shared results from seven studies that reported similar subthemes belonging to 
the two themes: course design and instructor behavior. 

In this study, students did not feel connected to their fellow students and did not 
expect that connection to develop. Most students preferred asynchronous online  
modalities and individual assignments. They felt it fit their situation better. Even though 
some would have liked more connection, e.g., through group projects, most explained 
that their purpose was to finish their degree while working and caring for their family, 
and group work would be challenging to organize. This may be a typical attitude for older 
graduate students. Most participants in this course were between 30-50 years of age and 
probably better able to self-regulate than young students who often need more peer 
support. In addition, the course was often related to their current employment, so they 
may have been self-motivated to a degree. Some would have liked a stronger connection 
to the university community, but their situation did not allow for the time required. Swan 
and Shih (2005) suggest that teacher presence may be more important to student satis-
faction than peer social presence or connection.

It could be a challenge to establish connections in large online courses and students 
might not even expect that to happen, as these results indicate, also mentioned in Jones 
et al. (2012). Some studies have suggested that larger online courses negatively affect 
success and learning (Arbaugh & Duray, 2002; Hiltz & Wellman, 1997). This could be  
attributed to the time it takes to manage large courses. The overall course design is  
generally in place when courses start, but preparing teaching material, connecting with 
students, and assessing learning takes time. Faculty development initiatives and centers 
for teaching and learning should be geared to assist teachers with designing and organ-
izing their online courses. The course instructor in this study received professional assis-
tance developing the course from the Center for Teaching and Learning before it started. 
She was able to spend more time connecting with students because she had finished 
designing the course and recording videos before the course started. Her modules were 
well-organized and easy to follow, as were her messages. Studies have shown that a large 
volume of unorganized messages can cause information overflow, influencing the learning  
experience (Ellram & Easton, 1999). By using quality recordings of interviews with  
experts, short lectures on material from the book and research papers, and their ques-
tions and conversation on the discussion thread, she felt she could “keep them realizing 
the vitality with the study material”. This helped them engage with the content of the 
course. Student-to-content is one of the three types of student interactions important 
for successful distance studies (Moore, 1989). Students interact with the course content 
by studying, relating the content to prior knowledge, creating meaning, and developing 
understanding and perspectives. The organization of the course can affect the success 
of this interaction. In this study, the teacher’s course design and behavior influenced 
students’ abilities to connect with the course content. Her visibility in the course content 
made students connect with the study material, they sensed the usefulness of studying 
theories due to practical video interviews and their interest was increased through lively 
and inspiring PowerPoint presentations. 



TÍMARIT UM UPPELDI OG MENNTUN / ICELANDIC JOURNAL OF EDUCATION 34(2) 202538

STUDENTS’ PERCEPTIONS OF CONNECTEDNESS AND TEACHER CARING IN THE ONLINE UNIVERSITY ENVIRONMENT

Our results support prior studies reporting on the importance of teacher caring and 
connectedness in the learning context. The caring factor is important in motivating  
students and is strongly related to many other motivation factors, such as those in the 
MUSIC Model, eMpowerment, Usefulness, Success, and Interest (Schram & Jones, 2016). 
The teacher empowered students by giving them flexibility within her course design. They 
could study the material and watch videos within a specific timeframe, answer optional 
bonus questions, and send questions or comments on topics of interest (M). The teacher 
continually reminded them of the usefulness of the theories and related research with 
the interview videos and comments (U). She supported their success in several ways (S). 
She triggered interest by sharing her passion for the topic and using diverse methods (I). 
Finally, she portrayed her desire to connect in a way that made students perceive her 
caring for them and their success (C). All these factors worked to engage students and 
motivate them to learn. 

Since teacher presence or caring is an established motivational factor, it is important 
to understand how and why students perceive a caring presence. This study has added 
some insight by sharing the experiences of two cohorts of graduate students. As Richard-
son et al. (2017) recommend in their meta-analysis, more research is needed in this area.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

This study was performed at the department of public administration in one university. 
Consequently, it is impossible to generalize the results to all university students. Partic-
ipants were graduate students, primarily working full-time in their fields. It would be 
helpful to extend the study to the undergraduate level and diverse fields to investigate 
which factors influence younger students’ perception of teacher caring and connected-
ness to fellow students
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