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The Power of the Human Face 
in Online Education
Dale Patterson, Griffith University, South East Queensland, Australia

ABSTRACT

Themodernstudentexistsinahighlytechnicalanddigitallydriveneducationalworld.
Onlinedeliveryofcoursesandinteractions,withtheprimarypurposeofenhancing
learning,andaccesstolearningopportunitiesisbecomingalmostmainstream.Yet,
despitethebroadavailabilityofonlineeducationcoursesandsystems,thecompletion
ratesandlevelsofstudentsatisfactionwithonlinecoursesremainscomparativelylow.
Studieshaveindicatedthatonlinestudentsareseekingpersonalengagementtodrive
theirlearning.Thisprojectlookedattheimportanceofhavingahumanfaceattheheart
oftheonlinecoursematerialstohelpdevelopamorepersonallevelofengagement.
Theproject,carriedoutbetween2016and2018,involvedarandomizedcontroltrial
of84students,andcomparedtwosetsofcoursematerials,foracommoncoursetopic,
onewithhumanface-basedresources,andonewithout.Theresultsclearlyshowed
asignificant increase instudentengagementwith thehumanface-basedresources,
butthelearningoutcomes,forthosewhocompleted,werenotsignificantlydifferent
betweenthetwogroups.
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INTROdUCTION

Students in contemporary schools and universities are engaged in a learning
environmentwithanever-increasingdigitalfocus(Collins&Halverson,2018;Johnson
etal.,2016).Thisdigitalfocus,rangesfromtheavailabilityanddeliveryofcoursesand
content,tosocialandclassroomengagement,bothpersonalandeducationalinnature.
Formanyonlineeducationsystemsandtools,thedesiretoprovideanexperiencethat
isboth“personal”and“engaging”innatureisatthecoreoftheirobjectives(Hew,
2016;DeBoeretal.,2014).Despitethisdesiredpersonaltouchthereisalsoadesire
todeliver thisknowledge toa largeaudience,asevidencedby the rapidgrowthof
Massive Open Online Courses, or MOOCs (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2016; Kennedy,
2014).These twodesires,apersonal touchandamassive targetaudience,createa
dichotomyintheeducationalobjectivesofmanyinstitutionsandcoursedevelopers.
Coursedesignersarethenleftwiththechallengeofcreatingrichpersonalengagement
thatcanbedeliveredtoamassiveaudience.

CHALLENGES FOR ONLINE COURSE dESIGN & dELIVERy

Onlinecourses,andparticularlytheasynchronousdeliveryofcoursematerials,offer
manyvaluablefeatures,particularly in theareaofflexibleviewingandinteraction
bystudentsattimesoftheirownchoosing.Thesebenefits,inflexibledelivery,are
oftendescribedasbeingstudentdrivenandmeetingthedesiresof(inMOOCcases)
averylargestudentbody.

Yetthelackofconnectedness,betweenstudentandtheteacher/content,thatthese
materialsinvolve,alsocreatesasituationwherethestudents’levelofcommitmentand
engagementcaneasilydropaway.Ifwelookatamoreclassicface-to-faceteaching
scenario,wherethestudentcommitstocomingtoaclassandworkingthroughthe
materials, the timespecificnatureof thedeliveryof those resources force student
commitment. As materials are only delivered once, if they fail to attend they fall
behind,soasaresultmostmaketheefforttoattend,thuscommittingtotheclassand
itsmaterials.Theonlinescenarioisquitedifferentintermsofstudentcommitment,
withallmaterialsavailableatanytime(24/7accessisapivotalprincipalofflexible
deliverysystems),asaresultthereisnoneedtocommittothecurrentmoment,asone
studentwhowasinvolvedinthisresearchstudyindicated“itwillbetherelater”.The
impactofthisdifferenceincommitmentisevidentwhenlookingatthepoorretention
andcompletionratesinlargeonlinecourses(Bawa,2016;Hew,2016;Onah,etal.,
2014).Thisraisesthekeychallengeofhowtoengageonlinestudentsandimprove
theirlevelsofcommitmenttothecourse?Thisprojectexploredtheapplieduseofthe
humanface,andasenseofinter-personallink,withtheintentofmakingthecourse
materialslesscontentdrivenandmorehumaninnature.

Retention, Completions & drop-outs
Nomatterwhatformofeducationalexperienceastudententers,moststudentsstart
outwithanaimtocompletetheirstudies,yetmanywillfailtoreachthatgoal.Inthe
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