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Who am I and What Keeps Me Going? Profiling the
Distance Learning Student in Higher Education

Abstract
Student retention and progression has exercised the higher education (HE) sector for some 
time now, and there has been much research into the reasons why students drop out of 
higher education courses (Allen, 2006; Buglear, 2009). More recently the Higher Educa-
tion Academy Grants Programme Briefing (HEFCE, 2010) outlined a number of areas that 
emergent project data revealed as being important to both the retention and progression 
of students, including areas outlined by a number of researchers as being essential to stu-
dent success: expectations, support, feedback, and involvement. But there has been less 
research, particularly within the distance learning sector, into factors that encourage stu-
dents to stay (O’Brien, 2002). This small scale qualitative project using feminist qualitative 
research methods and based in the Open University, UK builds upon an intensive institu-
tional research project analyzing what type of interventions make a positive difference to 
student progression and success. The research revealed insights into factors linked to the 
expectations, identities, and support of students which proved influential in terms of their 
resilience and motivation to remain on course. 

Keywords: Student retention; student progression; distance universities; online identity; 
forum moderation; online teaching; online support; student identity
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Background
Student retention and progression has exercised the higher education sector for some time 
now and there has been much research into the reasons why student drop out of courses1 
(Fitzgibbon, 2006; Johnson, et al., 2004; Simpson, 2002; Tinto, 2009). More recently the 
Higher Education Academy Retention Grants Programme Briefing (HEFCE, 2010) outlined 
a number of areas that emergent project data revealed to be useful in adding to both reten-
tion and progression and include areas highlighted by a number of researchers as being 
essential to student success: expectations, support, feedback, and involvement (Schofield et 
al., 2010; Tinto, 2009; Yorke, 1999, 2004). The Open University, like many organisations, 
is rationalizing its provision in order to create an optimum student experience for the part-
time distance learner; as part of this, it is changing its emphasis from a modular2 based ap-
proach (although this will still be available) to one with an emphasis on qualification path-
ways, moving the learner from a level one qualification through to full degree or diploma. 
Internationally many campus-based UK and international HE institutions are broadening 
their online offerings in order to provide more flexible and cost-effective ways in which stu-
dents may engage with higher education. Research into what motivates distance learners 
and what encourages them to move from a level one to level three at undergraduate level 
has relevance for campus-based universities as well as those which have been engaging with 
online provision for some time (Stryker & Serpe, 1994). 

Work done by the UK Higher Education Academy Retention Grants Briefing Programme, 
(HEA 2010) outlined a number of areas which analysis revealed to contribute most to stu-
dent retention and progression. These include

1. building relationships to ease student transition to university and enhance the sense of 
belonging;

2. use of social networking tools such as Facebook to help social and academic integration;

3. forming early strong interpersonal relationships between staff, students and their peers;

4. working closely with students to identify how they can support each other to prosper and 
succeed at university;

5. reducing factors that make students doubt;

6. increasing factors that make students want to stay;

7. building communications between families and students.

Research into student retention and progression has intensified over the last 40 years. The 
character and nature of the research has evolved within this time, and recent reviews of the 

1  Courses used to denote an undergraduate qualification 

2  A module is an element of study contributing either 60 or 30 credits towards an under-

graduate qualification.
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literature in this area revealed key areas for action from both an institutional and sector-
wide perspective (Fitzgibbon, 2006; Glogowska et al., 2007; Simpson, 2000; Tinto, 2000).
Cross-sector literature in the area has identified not only future individual areas for re-
search, but also a number of factors to be taken into consideration within any institution 
which hopes to make effective and quantifiable progress in the area of progression. A key 
challenge for institutions has been identified as the need for any progression programme 
to achieve centrality within that organisation, a particularly difficult area if this is not al-
ready a measure related to performance (Tinto, 1993, 2007). This has meant that for many 
institutions, while effective programmes to promote progression have been identified and 
to some extent implemented, the final outcome has had perceptibly less impact than it po-
tentially may have done. 

With 200,000 students, 7,000 associate lecturers, and some 65% of modules being offered 
online, The Open University has a wealth of experience and research on student retention 
upon which to draw. However recent figures reveal that a substantial number of students 
enrolling on level one modules fail to register on another module within a 12-month period. 
This reflects findings by other researchers within the field of distance education (Herbert, 
2006; O’Brien, 2002), who note that distance courses have significantly higher dropout 
rates than those within campus-based universities (Moore et al., 2003). Frydenberg iden-
tifies three areas in which recent research into distance education has concentrated: in-
dividual characteristics, institutional support systems, and quality of interaction between 
representatives of the institution and the students (Frydenberg 2007), highlighting the lat-
ter as being key to student resilience and reflecting research also done by Simpson and 
Yorke (Simpson, 2000; Yorke, 1999). But other research in the field has noted that the 
interaction between the three areas above is more significant in terms of student identity 
and it is by investigating the interaction between the three elements which is most likely 
to yield a more holistic view of what is engendered in creation of a salient student identity: 
which motivational factors convince students to remain (Baxter et al., 2010; Herbert, 2006; 
Burke & Reitzes, 1991; Scanlon et al., 2007). Kanter (1968) articulates these three areas as 
three forms of commitment: instrumental commitment or material benefits of belonging to 
a community, affective commitment or the positive feelings of engaging with others in the 
community, and moral commitment or the evaluative orientations that provide individuals 
with a sense of self-worth. Burke and Reizes take this further by suggesting that the meld of 
the three areas identified by Frydenberg combined with the forms of commitment identi-
fied by Kanter produce an identity which is “not necessarily tied to a line of activity, but 
tied to maintaining reflected appraisals congruent with their identity standards” (Burke & 
Reitzes, 1991, p. 250), concluding that it is the level of commitment to the particular iden-
tity that indicates the degree to which levels of persistence and resilience will feature in the 
pursuit of a particular path. 

This link between student motivation and resilience has been linked to student identity in 
a number of studies (Burke et al., 1981; Janks, 1999; Burke & Reitzes, 1991; Dutton, et al., 
1994; Foote, 1951; Scanlon et al., 2007) and is seen as being intrinsically linked to feelings 
of effectiveness, acting as a key element in the retention and motivation of the individual 
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and linking strongly to performance and job satisfaction (Hotho, 2008; McAdams, 1997). 
Studies in professional and working identities identify that strong working identities are 
key to individuals’ self-salience: the feeling that they are following the right path, enabling 
them to develop greater levels of professional resilience particularly during periods of dif-
ficulty (Baxter, 2010a, 2011; Reeve, 1992). Although student identities are not profession-
al identities, they are working identities developed by the student to make sense of the 
environments within which they find themselves and subject to institutional discourses, 
biographical elements, and underlying personal belief systems (Joseph, 2002). They are 
also subject to hegemonic influences viewed from a critical realist perspective and which 
indicate the need for the researcher to “move beyond regularities, experiences and events 
and to study the underlying causal structures that provide ontological depth to identities” 
(Joseph, 2002; Bhaskar, 1989). To a certain extent, they are learned identities formed from 
a mix of personal biographies and interactions with communities within their personal and 
student lives (Lave et al., 1991b; Wenger, 1998), to be viewed as part of a trajectory of in-
tersecting identities that revolve around culture, assumptions, socioeconomic background, 
gender, and language (Singh et al., 2006). In part they are modeled on others, yet are also 
uniquely individual (Edwards, 1996; Burke & Reitzes, 1991). Just as professional identities 
link to motivation and emotion and feelings of doing a good job, a strong and salient stu-
dent identity links to the extent to which students are retained and progress within higher 
education. 

The diagram below, adapted from work investigating professional identities (Baxter, 2010a; 
Baxter, 2011a), outlines a framework for analysis of student identities. For the purposes of 
this study it was used alongside an institutional framework, the student journey (Figure 
2), in order to identify key motivational factors, factors which may begin by influencing 
the student to choose the distance route rather than a traditional campus-based course 
through to those which influenced their successful progression between the three levels of 
their undergraduate degree.

Much research carried out within the higher education sector, based within both distance 
learning and campus-based institutions, indicates that student retention and progression is 
based upon a complex mix of institutional, personal, and biographical factors. But at what 
point in the student journey are some factors more influential than others at influencing 
whether a student stays or drops out (Johnson, et al., 2004; Gardner, 2000; Jones, 2008; 
Yorke, 1999)? The student journey conceived within The Open University is used to track 
student progress at various stages within a student’s career. In this study it has been used to 
pinpoint motivational factors influencing student progression at various stages during the 
student’s engagement with the university. Student identities are considered in this paper to 
meld and interlink with personal identities, forming a trajectory in which they both comple-
ment and contrast one another, as Muir and Wetherell articulate:

In social science research, a distinction is sometimes 
made between the study of personal and social identities. 
In truth, this is a rather arbitrary distinction: identity 
is always both about ourselves and about how we are 
positioned in relation to the world. (2010, p. 4)
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Figure 1. Factors shaping student identities adapted from Factors Shaping Online Identi-
ties (Baxter 2011a).

The factors contributing to motivation to progress were analysed according to elements 
comprising student identities, outlined in the diagram above. These were then mapped to 
the student journey.

Figure 1 offers a framework for student identity analysis and is based upon the framework 
for identity analysis in earlier work (Baxter, 2004); it also draws upon an extensive litera-
ture review into professional identities (Baxter 2011) and online identities in which student 
identities are seen to be composed of 

1. lecturer perceptions;

2. the result of a trajectory of interrelated activities (Beijaard, 2004; Burke, et al., 1981);

3. interaction with others;

4. biographical elements (McAdams, 2006);
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5. expectations of what it means to be a university student;

6. communities (Wenger, 1998);

7. academic expectations (including expectations of the organization) (Jones, 2008; Scho-
field, et al., 2010; Simpson, 2002); and are

8. coloured by personal beliefs emanating from cultural assumptions, childhood beliefs, 
language, and socioeconomic background.

Within this study the framework was used to analyse the transcripts and provide insights 
into student motivation and progression. This is discussed more fully in the following sec-
tion. 

Methodology
The literature review pursued three lines of inquiry: literature on online retention, litera-
ture on retention in conventional higher education institutions, and literature on identity 
formation. It built on previous work on identity analysis, professional working identities, 
and student retention and progression (Baxter, 2011(a); Baxter, et al., 2010; Baxter, 2004). 
In terms of student retention the literature focused only on those studies which focused on 
affective, cognitive, and situative factors affecting retention and progression as these fac-
tors were outlined in previous work as important in the consideration of student identity.

For the reasons outlined above, the research follows a case study format (Yin, 1993), based 
in the Open University, UK. A series of 16 qualitative interviews were carried out, each last-
ing between 60 and 75 minutes. The interviews were carried out face to face in the homes 
of the respondents in order to create an environment in which participants felt comfortable 
and at ease speaking to the researcher (Elliot, 2005; Gorelick, 1991). Students were self-se-
lecting and drawn from the sample ranges featured in Figure 1. The sample was approved by 
The University Student Research Panel and the categories chosen emanated from previous 
research in this area (Ashby, 2004; Baxter, et al., 2010; Johnson, et al., 2004; Jones, 2008; 
Leadiwood et al., 2003). Students were self-selecting and the study did not discriminate 
on grounds of gender. The research methodology used was based upon previous work into 
identity analysis and online working (Burke, et al., 1981), in which a feminist, postmodern 
phenomenological approach into identity analysis was taken (Langridge, 2007). The phe-
nomenological approach has been used across the public sector to investigate the ways in 
which professional identities change and evolve according to the circumstances in which 
they are operating (Baldwin, 2008; Baxter, 2011b; Burke, et al., 1981) and has been found to 
be particularly useful in uncovering underlying beliefs which, in turn, underlie actions and 
behaviors. It is also employed by feminist researchers, placing the individual at the heart of 
their story; their identity is that reflected in their articulation of their own story (Josselson, 
1987, 2007; Maclure, 1993). The data were analysed according to the framework in Figure 1 
(discussed earlier). The self-selecting nature of the students may have given rise to a sample 
in which only those with very positive feelings towards the university were interviewed. The 
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study acknowledges that this may have unduly positively influenced their feelings towards 
institutional interventions aiding their resilience and motivation. However as the aim of 
the study was to provide insights into factors aiding progression, this was not thought to 
unduly affect the overall aims of the research. The study also encountered proportionally 
far more female respondents than males (in the proportion 60% to 40%) and the reader 
should consider the results in light of this gender bias. It also raises the question of whether 
future research should focus on the differences between male and female responses in light 
of the research questions in this study as some studies have begun to reveal interesting dif-
ferences in this area (Fozdar & Kumar, 2007; Motiwalla & Tello, 2001).

Group Description Numbers

A Students beginning study post 
2004 and completing a qualifi-
cation (without credit transfer) 
(aged 18-25)

2

B Students beginning their study 
post 2004 and completing a 
qualification without credit 
transfer (aged 25+)

2

C Students beginning their study 
post 2004 and taking more than 
12 months out before completing 
their qualification

3

D Students whose study goal has 
changed, from doing a single 
module to getting a qualification 
since November 2011. 

3

E Students from a large level 2 
course who have progressed 
from level one to level 3. 

3

F Students from 2 widening par-
ticipation initiatives. 

3

Figure 2. Sample.

The sample, illustrated in Figure 2, was identified on the basis of the research carried out 
over the previous year, within which these groups of students were identified as having the 
potential to offer the most powerful insights into ways in which they had felt motivated to 
progress (Baxter, et al., 2010). The research formed part of an internal report for a univer-
sity project on student progression in which statistical information combined with quali-
tative data gained from interviews with staff from regions, nations, and central academic 
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units was used in order to identify factors affecting student progression. Group A students 
were chosen due to the fact that the university is attracting a much younger student popu-
lation than at other times in its history (Maclean, 2004). These students are of particular 
interest to the project. Group B students still represent the university’s largest population 
distribution, and it was hoped that insights gained by speaking to these students would be 
helpful in identifying motivational factors within those looking to change career or direction 
due to unemployment or other factors. Group D students have moved from initially only 
registering to do a single module (very common within the Open University) to registering 
on a full qualification; the reasons why this should be so were of great interest to the project. 
Group E students were identified due to this being the area that is most problematic: the 
progression from level one to level two. This has also been identified within sector research 
as being a period in which student drop-out rates are high. Finally, group F students were 
taken from the Centre for Widening Participation in order to find out how their experiences 
and motivations compared to other students within the study. 

Before the main phase of the study, an initial pilot study was carried out in order to refine 
questions and ensure that students were comfortable with such in-depth interviews (Bra-
beck et al., 2009; Holstein et al., 1995; Macfarlane, 2006). The questions were informed by 
previous research into progression within the Open University and the wider sector (Jones, 
2008; Trowler, 2010; Yorke, 1999). Participants were also issued with a description and 
purpose of the research and an ethics statement, informing them of their right to withdraw 
at any time. The research design and ethics protocols were approved by the University’s 
Student Research Panel. 

The research aimed to find out what factors influence positive trends in progression and to 
gain insight into the differing journeys of successful students. The interviews were struc-
tured around the Open University Student Journey (illustrated below). This is a framework 
used by the university which tracks students as they progress through various stages of 
engagement with the university. The first element (0) considers how their previous study 
experience may influence their decision to study. Moving on from there the seven further 
stages of the journey take the student from awareness and consideration of study options 
available to the final stage of completing their qualification. The journey can be considered 
as part of a cycle leading students from foundation levels of study through to postgraduate 
level. 

(0)Previous study expe-
rience 

1.Awareness/exploration 2.Consideration 3.Decision

4.Orientation /prepara-
tion

5.Study 6.Transition 7.Completion

(Diagram adapted from The Student Journey)

The research questions were as follows: 

1. In what ways have student expectations influenced student progression so far?
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2. Which factors have had the most influence on student motivation to succeed?

3. Which university initiatives have had the most positive influence on student motivation 
to succeed?

4. Have students experienced any drawbacks to progression between modules and if so how 
did students overcome them?

In order to map comments against Figure 1, quotes are numbered with the corresponding 
element. In cases where quotes indicate the presence of more than one student identity ele-
ment, they are illustrated with the corresponding numbers. For example the quote below is 
indicative of expectations of what it means to be distance university student (5) whilst also 
indicating that academic expectations were shaping this student’s perception of self (7). 
The quote is marked numbers 5 and 7 which indicate the corresponding identity element 
illustrated in Figure 1. 

I thought I’d be on my own, then I realised that for some 
assignments I would actually be working with other 
students, sort of like in a group. That was so different to 
what I thought this would be. (student group B) (5, 7)

What Makes Students Progress 

In What Ways have Students’ Expectations Influenced Student 
Progression So Far?
Prior to, or at the start of, Open University study, the data suggest that students have a lim-
ited understanding and limited expectations of how they will experience distance learning. 
They know that materials will be sent to them and that they will study them from home. But 
many other aspects of what the Open University provides come as something of a surprise.

I thought I’d be on my own, then I realised that for some 
assignments I would actually be working with other 
students, sort of like in a group. That was so different to 
what I thought this would be. (student group B) (5, 7)

In most cases the increased engagement with others proved a pleasant surprise, but some 
students revealed their inhibitions when communicating in this way: 

I was prepared for online work but I find it difficult to like 
have a conversation with people online, especially when 
you can’t see their faces. (student group F) (3, 6)

Insights into how this went on to affect their identity and progression reflected insecurities 
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at being able to portray their identities online. 

I find that some people talk as if they know it all , on the 
forum, that puts me off sometimes, and I thought , (when 
I first started), am I going to be able to get on with this? 
(student group D)(8, 4, 3)

The impact of the tutor was very influential at this point in terms of convincing the student 
that it was worth investing time and energy into learning these new ways of working: be-
coming part of an academic community (Wenger, 1998).

Realistic student expectations that study will require time and that it will be necessary to 
reorder part of their lives in order to accommodate this were found to help a great deal 
during the early part of their study. After that, those who approached the work strategically 
appeared to gain confidence in their own abilities to cope with the workload.

In the times when I was busy what I used to do was to 
concentrate only on the assignments and do any extra 
bits after I had done the work which was going to be 
marked. Doing things this way, I felt I was getting ahead, 
I felt more in control. (student group D)(4, 5)

A clear sense of the difference between level one and level two study and realistic expecta-
tions on increased workload and autonomy proved to be important in enhancing feelings of 
self-efficacy and coping in the transition between levels one and two.

I could see what was available but after chatting with xxx 
(the tutor) we decided that I would be much better going 
for this module, she reminded me of what I’d done best 
in during my last module and that really helped. (student 
group E) (1, 5)

Expectations and beliefs about work and study roles have been found to be important in the 
retention of students and professionals. Initial expectations which are not well managed 
can lead to a sense of let-down and erosion of confidence and feelings of agency, which if 
not addressed lead rapidly to attrition (Duemer et al., 2002).

The insights within this section revealed elements of student identities which focused par-
ticularly upon initial expectations around student perceptions of distance study and the 
ways in which they felt that they would be able to cope with this mode of study. This related 
particularly to group work and the ways in which they were expected to engage with other 
students. Responses indicated that tutor intervention at key times during the student jour-
ney, particularly just prior to making the transition between levels one and two, were key to 
their progression. This was particularly true when tutors were able to address metacogni-
tive elements of student learning, moving the students forward in their choice of module 
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using knowledge of their past performance, strengths, and weaknesses, able to challenge 
preconceptions and issues with confidence and student identity, and able to draw upon 
established counseling methods (Heron, 1999). 

Factors Influencing Motivation 
The most influential factors appeared at all stages of the student journey and linked with 
all three areas mentioned earlier in Frydenberg’s analysis (2007). The success of these stu-
dents appeared as a combination of intrinsic determination to succeed, ability to create a 
home environment which supports study (as mentioned earlier), along with university in-
terventions, particularly when carried out by regional support staff or tutors. Certain char-
acteristics appeared to be influential in creation of robust student identities. In some cases 
these included positive past learning experiences which created a ‘can do’ feeling in rela-
tion to academic work. However this was not necessarily linked to outstanding academic 
results; in some cases students may only have scraped through past modules. The feelings 
of salience, a combination of confidence and agency, seemed to emanate from the differing 
ways in which their successes were viewed by fellow students, family, and tutors. They also 
understood clearly that however much help the Open University gave them, in the end they 
alone were responsible for whether they succeeded or not. This keys into literature that 
highlights the need for individuals to feel agentive in their progress in order to remain moti-
vated and committed to their particular pathways (Baxter, 2011; Reynolds, 2007; Simpson, 
2000; Tinto, 2009)

Study structures and the ways in which students ordered their lives around the need to 
study linked to both personal characteristics and strategies learned from interaction with 
other students and feelings of integration with student communities through online forums 
or other social networking applications outside of university control. They made time to 
study so that they rarely fell behind, ensuring that both friends and family were aware that 
study needed to come first. As such, study has become an integral part of their personal 
story and history, part of the way in which they define themselves (Giddens, 1991; Goodley, 
2004). In terms of their identity there was evidence that study was in some cases going 
some way to changing their belief systems, engaging with several of the factors influencing 
identity in Figure 1 (and noted alongside the quotes which follow).

Increased confidence appeared in students both through success in passing modules, but 
also through meeting challenges such as taking exams for the first time after many years 
or writing essays in spite of dyslexia. This was particularly true in cases in which students 
experienced the type of support which may not have been experienced previously:

I did start another course at another university, but I 
found that with my writing issues, I just wasn’t getting the 
help I needed from staff, so I registered here and found it 
was a whole different ballgame (student group A) (4,7,5, 
6)

Positive feelings of independence and self-reliance flowing from successful distance learn-
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ing study engendered a sense of resilience, a factor noted within sector research as being 
key to successful study and attainment of new student identity (Leadiwood, et al., 2003; 
Trowler, 2010; Yorke, 2004; Yorke et al., 2008)

Academic achievement also featured greatly in the responses: There was a notable pride 
within some students with regard to their ability to study at degree level, particularly if they 
had come from backgrounds in which they may have been the only person amongst their 
peer group and family to undertake university study. This proved a powerful motivator in 
the building of an aspirational identity:

When I first started to do this they (parents and friends), 
said oh this isn’t you is it Mary? You aren’t a university 
type are you? And I though well, I am doing this course 
aren’t I? (student group D) (2, 4, 6, 8)

These enhanced feelings of self-salience and efficacy, of study having permeated the iden-
tity at a deep integrative level and transformed notions of previous identities, forming a 
type of escape into a new persona, feature prominently in the literature on working identi-
ties (McAdams, 2006; Singh, et al., 2006). As study becomes increasingly integrated into 
the individual’s identity, it becomes less likely that a student will give this up, or risk losing 
a valuable part of themselves. The point at which the new identity is integrated with exist-
ing identities has been called ‘the point of metanoia’ (Alsup, 2006). Lave and Wenger et al. 
(1991a) see it as the point at which the individual is convinced that substantial investment 
in the new persona will be beneficial to the individual. In the literature on higher educa-
tion this is reflected in the emphasis on effective induction programmes (Leadiwood, et 
al., 2003; Lowe et al., 2003) as well as a focus on the ways in which students may struggle 
as they move between levels: not purely from an academic point of view, but also as their 
identity as an autonomous learner develops and they leave behind the high levels of support 
that they encountered in year one.

For some, improved performance at work either through putting their knowledge into prac-
tice or capacity to take on greater responsibilities acted as a powerful motivator again due 
to the fact that the study permeated at a deep level in terms of their identities, enhancing 
their personal as well as professional confidence and enabling them to feel a greater degree 
of agency and control within their lives. 

I thought it would be a good thing to do, then I realised 
that I could try it out at work and suddenly people were 
treating me differently. (student group D) (2, 4, 6)

The positive impact of continuing professional development on the professional identity of 
individuals has been widely recognised as being key to feelings of professional motivation, 
enhancing the sense of professional purpose and engendering greater levels of flexibility 
and creativity in the workplace, particularly in situations in which differing priorities in 
multiagency working may be eroding feelings of professionalism (Atkinson et al., 2005; 
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Baxter, 2011; Reynolds, 2007). The role of study has also been found to be important in in-
creasing individuals’ capacity to cope with organisational change (Anning, 2006; Daniels et 
al., 2007; Reeve, 1992), a constant feature of many organisations, particularly during times 
of austerity. This too was reflected by students: 

I felt that some of the things I was learning helped me 
to see the bigger picture at work; I didn’t get so bogged 
down. (student group D)(6)

This part of the discussion has highlighted the importance of student resilience in the for-
mation of student identities. It has also drawn attention to the fragile nature of such resil-
ience within the period during which the identities are being formed, as well as indicating 
the incremental nature of resilience within study. Although this phenomenon has appeared 
within several other studies into student retention (most commonly associated with stu-
dent success), this study indicates a need for further research in this area in terms of a much 
wider scale study into the formation of student identity and the concomitant effect upon 
study resilience.

What University Initiatives Have Had the Most Positive Influ-
ence on Student Motivation to Succeed?
Students outlined a number of university-led factors which had been important in mak-
ing them continue. Feelings of value for money were highlighted in terms of both quality 
of materials provided and the levels of support provided by tutors. Some of the students, 
particularly those in the younger age groups, felt that it was very important to be receiving 
value for money. Tutors were considered to be axiomatic to the learning experience and 
perceptions of value for money at all points within the student journey, providing extrinsic 
motivation, support through difficult personal and academic periods, models and mentor-
ing upon which to base their practices. 

She always responded quickly and she knew how to 
point me in the right direction, she knew where to find 
everything (student group B) (1)

But solutions to practical and academic issues were paralleled by tutor ability to respond 
to more affective issues regarding confidence, personal problems, and learning difficulties:

There were problems, at home but the tutor was able to 
give me some good advice on how to still carry on studying 
(student group A) (1, 4, 5)

This affective intervention was seen as particularly important during the transition stage; 
although some of the students indicated that they had found central support staff very help-
ful, those that had experienced affective support from tutors appeared to have benefitted 
greatly when it came to moving from level one to level two. 

It was difficult to see where to go next, even though there 
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were lots of options I didn’t know would be best for me 
until I talked to my tutor. (student group F)(1,4)

Tutors that carried out this activity were able to confront student beliefs that were impeding 
progression and remind students of how far they had come, appealing to them from a meta-
cognitive as well as an affective dimension. This duality of dimensional approach seemed to 
have a more integrating effect on students, making them feel a part of both the institution 
and perhaps more importantly a valued member of the academic community, albeit it at a 
relatively peripheral level. In terms of Lave and Wenger’s community of practice theory, it 
would tend to suggest that the tutor is more instrumental than the institution at creating 
a sense of integration and strengthening salience and feelings of agency (Lave, et al., 1991)

In terms of social interaction students expressed varying expectations. Most of the respon-
dents stated that their expectations of social interaction were fairly low.

Not something I’ve thought about because it’s distance 
learning. You’re not going to a place; you’re doing it from 
home really. I don’t have expectations of the social side. 
I got the concepts of it being distance learning, being on 
the internet … (student group B) (5, 8)

For some people these expectations changed once they established themselves as students; 
this was particularly prevalent in group D, the group whose study goal had changed from 
doing a single module to aiming for a full qualification. In part, this seemed to be due to the 
glimpses of social life viewed through the lens of online forums, the feeling that others were 
interacting and having a good time. 

I regret not making friends early on. Later on I did go to 
tutorials and made friends I am still in contact with. It 
was a big mistake not doing that in the first place. Once 
you made the connections with the people you did the 
tutorials with, you could monitor each other’s progress 
and how you did. (student group D) (3, 5, 7)

Integration and contact with other students was perceived to be one of the key motivating 
factors in terms of student progression particularly in groups A, F, and B but concomitantly 
appeared as one of the factors that led to student attrition. This is discussed in the section 
which follows. 

Although this section concentrates upon ways in which the institution effects a positive im-
pact on student motivation to succeed, it also draws attention to a lack of knowledge around 
the distance learning experience, particularly in terms of the social realities of distance 
study. The distance learning student has access to many more social networking opportu-
nities than in the past, and increasing familiarity with applications such as Facebook may 
concomitantly increase students confidence in online social engagement and the formation 
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of online student identities (see Baxter 2011a for further discussion).  The section which 
follows discusses some of the issues arising from online student social and learning interac-
tions and their impact upon student identities. 

Factors Impeding Progress 
Online forums are key to university-led online interaction. In many modules they increas-
ingly play a key part in online assessment strategies, requiring students to engage with one 
another in order to complete shared tasks. But forums emerged within this research as be-
ing one of the main reasons that students felt that their progress had been impeded. They 
also appeared to contribute to loss of confidence. Some respondents avoided them altogeth-
er or used them less than they could have, admitting to feeling intimidated and confused 
by postings and struggling with the practical issues of their use. Some were unprepared by 
removal of what moderators termed ‘inappropriate postings’. 

There was a discussion on the forum but it was all taken 
away straightaway.’ (student group A) (1, 5, 8)

Students felt these issues of belonging, identity, and community were hard for the univer-
sity to address but their suggestions focused on strengthening the physical bonds/contact 
of students through activities such as open days, visits to the regional offices or the campus 
at Milton Keynes. They were also keen to link up with fellow students although not neces-
sarily by use of university social networking tools which were sometimes perceived to be 
problematic (discussed later in this paper). This seemed to be more of a focus for students 
in the younger groups: 

I like to talk to other students but we’ve formed our own 
sort of group, chatting on MSN and even meeting up 
sometimes ...that works well (student group A) (3, 6)

As mentioned earlier, there are tensions between initial student expectations of social in-
teraction and the ways that they feel about this once engaged in study. Although several 
students admit that one of the reasons for registering with a distance learning provider was 
due to the fact that no physical presence would be required during study, once they began 
their studies some students stated how much they had gained, both in terms of motivation 
and also feelings of developing a student identity (being a student), by meeting with oth-
ers either online or face to face. However, online interactions did present some issues for 
students, issues that were, at times, overcome by the intervention of an efficient moderator:

The tutors have been very good. On the forums they see 
somebody is beginning to flag and come in with some 
gentle words or you can see they have and a private email 
with them to say don’t worry about this and they are very 
supportive. (student group D) (1,5)
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Positive motivational factors were also described as impeding motivation at times when 
students had struggled. The view of the tutor varied quite substantially from being seen 
as purely a ‘facilitator’ of learning to being viewed as a mentor and role model as an active 
member of an occupational group which the student aspired to join. Where this was so, it 
seemed that the tutor had greater power in terms of their ability to override issues with cur-
riculum, transition, and other extrinsic factors inhibiting progress. This supports evidence 
in the field which sees the role of the HE tutor as mentor, model, and teacher (Armitage, 
1999; Clough, 2002; Cosh, 1998)

In terms of student identity, the quotes reveal that online interactions do have a substantial 
impact on student identities and that these are shaped by communications with both other 
students and tutors. The study indicates that there are some issues with the ways in which 
students articulate online identities that may impede motivation (or enhance it) depending 
upon the extent to which they are successful at this form of communication. Alternatively 
this may also depend upon the skill of the online moderator at developing and encouraging 
student contributions (see Baxter 2011 for further discussion). 

Conclusion
Although small scale, the study revealed that whilst salient student identities are formed 
from a complex mixture of personal, social, and academic factors, there were key points at 
which timely interventions, particularly by tutors, could make a substantial difference to 
student progression. This was particularly so at transition points between levels one and 
two and also during the induction period. Although many past studies of distance learning 
indicate that it attracts the type of student who is not particularly interested in socialising 
and interacting with others, this was certainly not the case in this study. A particularly in-
teresting point that emerged during the research was the mismatch between initial expecta-
tions of social interaction and the ways in which these expectations changed and evolved 
during the study period. Again this was particularly marked in interviews with students 
from the younger age groups (under 25) but also appeared in all of the groups. This suggests 
that not only are student perceptions of distance learning changing, but that online interac-
tions outside of the university may well be responsible for the feeling that social interaction 
plays a far greater part in fully online learning than it did in more blended modes. The study 
supported work done by HEFCE (2010) and the Higher Education Academy (2010, 2011), 
but also suggests that the expectations of students who study at a distance are changing 
partly due to the ability of some of their colleagues to initiate and sustain very successful 
online interactions and relationships with other students. For some students this is a mo-
tivating factor, particularly if interventions from both tutors and support staff are able to 
address lack of confidence in this area. If not addressed, this study suggests that the feelings 
of exclusion precipitated by lack of ability to successfully form online friendships may be 
equally, if not more, powerful reasons than academic issues in terms of why distance learn-
ing students fail to progress. It also suggests that this element is key to the formation and 
sustenance of the type of salient student identity which is robust and resilient enough to 
ensure that they progress from an initial module through to a full degree. 
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The study also indicated the ways in which student identity influences student resilience 
and capacity to progress from one level of study to another, confirming it to be a key factor 
to be addressed in future studies of retention and progression within the realm of distance 
learning in higher education. 
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