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7.
The Learner Who Watched 
Videos Alone

In an article titled “The Early Days of Videotaped Lectures,” 
Watters (2013) describes how, while completing her under-
graduate degree via distance education in the 1990s, she took 
Introduction to Statistics, a prerequisite course for under-
graduate students that, both then and now, is often taken in 
distance or online settings. I am including her story  here 
 because Watters discusses in a particularly evocative manner 
how lonely and solitary her online learning experience was. 
Loneliness crops up frequently in the distance and online ed-
ucation lit er a ture and is a topic that many researchers and 
prac ti tion ers have attempted to rectify.

For this course, Watters “was shipped a textbook, a package 
of worksheets, and a box of 20 some- odd videotapes. Watch 
the lectures. Take the quizzes. Mail them to the professor, 
who’d grade them and send them back.” This design was, and 
in plenty cases still is, typical. Being able to “pause, rewind, 
and replay the videos” for this course was, she writes, “part 
of my rationale for signing up for this par tic u lar offering. 
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I’d heard that the instructor at the local community college 
 wasn’t that  great, and while I had no idea if the professor 
from the university offering the correspondence course would 
be better, I trusted that the technology would make it easier 
for me to work through any confusion.”

If she  didn’t understand the explanation the first time, or the 
second, she could “hit pause, rewind, and replay over and over 
and over. It’s still the same lecture, still the same explanation.”

What she  hadn’t expected, however, was the loneliness and 
crude repetitiveness of this approach:

I watched the videos of “Introduction to Statistics” alone. 

(Paused, rewound, and replayed.)  There was no way for me to 

stop the lecture to ask the professor a question.  There  were no 

office hours.  There  were no classmates with whom I could study.

But  there was the Internet.  There was the Web.

Yes, even de cades ago  there  were bulletin boards and forums 

and chat rooms that (conceivably) I could have turned to for 

assistance. (“Help! I  don’t understand this question about 

standard deviation!”)

But I  didn’t. I watched the videos alone. I strug gled. I paused, 

rewound, and replayed. I learned alone.

Watching videos alone. Learning alone.

She compares this experience to a more recent one in a MOOC 
with thousands of students in which she “felt a very similar 
isolation, a similar distance from the professor and my peers 
as I did with that stack of videotapes and textbooks.” Despite 
more than two de cades of study and innovation in distance 
education, despite millions of dollars in funding that entrepre-
neurial endeavors, such as MOOCs, have received, lonely on-
line learning experiences  aren’t long gone. To be certain, this 
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is not a MOOC- specific prob lem. It is an online learning prob-
lem. While learning alone may work well for some groups of 
students, such solitary endeavors are a prob lem for most stu-
dents: they limit their learning, discourage them from taking 
more online courses, and keep them from finishing.

•••
Online learners face several challenges.  These might include 
feelings of low confidence, a lack of adequate interaction with 
the instructor, lack of adequate support ser vices (e.g., techni-
cal support), and so on. One area of significant concern that 
has been noted in the lit er a ture is student feelings of loneliness 
and isolation (Galusha 1997). As we  will see in chapter 8, neg-
ative feelings, such as  those of loneliness and isolation, are a 
prob lem  because they impact cognition, satisfaction, per sis-
tence, and completion, adversely impacting students’ learn-
ing experiences and outcomes.

Within online learning, Shin (2003) defined isolation or 
loneliness as “a subjective experience of lacking social support 
networks within which one can participate rather than mean-
ing ‘being alone’ ” (72). Croft, Dalton, and Grant (2010) note 
that feelings of isolation result from a complex interweaving 
of  factors within the online environment.  These  factors in-
clude not only temporal and spatial dispersal, but also lack of 
social and sensory awareness of  others, such as, for example, 
not being able to recognize  whether peers are pre sent and 
studying the same topic as you.  Because of the diverse  factors 
that may contribute to feelings of isolation, Shin (2003) and 
 others suggest that, more than anything  else, students need 
to feel connected to the institution, to peers, and to faculty. Shin 
saw student support through the institution as an impor tant 
 factor in developing a transactional presence— how connected 
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a student feels online. Shin explained that if students have 
high feelings of transactional presence with their peers, they 
 will be more satisfied, and such satisfaction may, in turn, lead 
to greater success at the course level and continued enrollment 
at the institutional level.

This poses the following conundrum for institutions: how 
do institutions meet students’ needs for individual flexibility 
while developing and fostering a community that supports 
them in feeling connected at the same time? While some uni-
versities seek to maximize flexibility in order to satisfy stu-
dents’ individual needs— through design decisions that em-
phasize student autonomy, such as providing flexible course 
start dates, self- pacing, and dedicating the bulk of the course-
work to be composed of individual work— other institutions 
sacrifice some flexibility in an attempt to reduce feelings of 
isolation (e.g., through synchronous courses or collaborative 
work). For example, many institutions, including Royal Roads 
University where I am currently employed, seek to develop 
learning communities in their online programs in an efort to 
alleviate feelings of isolation (Liu et al. 2007; Weiss 2000). As 
feelings of isolation can contribute to attrition (e.g., Ludwig- 
Hardman and Dunlap 2003) and as eforts to reduce isolation 
through collaborative and synchronous work may restrict the 
flexibility that online courses are purported to ofer, institu-
tions, instructors, and instructional designers need to strike 
a balance between their desire to ofer flexible pathways to ed-
ucation and limit students’ feelings of isolation.

To do so, online learning requires new kinds of pedago-
gies, ones that are re imagined for the digital age, meet the 
needs of students, capitalize on emerging technologies, and 
do not leave students feeling isolated (Anderson 2016; Bates 
2015). As Morris and Stommel (2013) argue, “We must con-
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ceive of the activity of teaching, as an occupation and preoc-
cupation, in entirely new and unexpected ways.”  Toward this 
goal, many researchers and educators have attempted to find 
ways to enhance interactions between instructors, students, 
and peers while also trying to encourage the development of 
communities and the cultivation of rich relationships within 
their  online programs without sacrificing student agency and 
flexibility. The increasing consensus in the field is that high- 
quality online learning involves guided and fruitful back- and- 
forth interactions between learners, instructors, and peers. 
Pina (2019) highlights this point when he notes that “any dis-
cussion forum that instructs students to ‘read all posts and 
respond to two’— without providing guidance as to what that 
response should be, can rightly be dismissed as mere busy-
work.” Long gone are the days where the primary purpose of 
distance education was to provide students with access to 
educational materials or a forum where they could post their 
reflections on the day’s readings.

Learning designers and instructors have developed a num-
ber of ways for students to participate in rich interactions. 
One approach is to use discussion forums for activities that 
foster meaningful social interaction; for instance, by inviting 
students to share personal experiences related to a topic of 
study or to engage collaboratively in problem- solving. Another 
approach involves educators encouraging interactions be-
tween participants through the use of popu lar social and dig-
ital technologies, including podcasts, video- sharing platforms 
such as YouTube, and social networking sites such as Facebook 
and Twitter. According to the lit er a ture, when used in a peda-
gogical manner, such approaches can be efective in creating 
community and reducing feelings of anxiety and isolation 
(Kenney, Kumar, and Hart 2013; Kuyath, Mickelson, Saydam, 
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and Winter 2013; Lee and Chan 2007). Moreover, such tools 
can extend students’ interactions to include individuals 
 outside the meta phorical walls of their institution, bridging 
what happens in the classroom or at their institution with 
events outside of it. For instance, doctoral students may ex-
perience feelings of isolation in their departments when 
they are the only ones studying a topic or are part of a small 
cohort, but some have employed Twitter to connect with 
 others who are in similar situations (Ford, Veletsianos, and 
Resta 2014). Morris and Stommel (2013) go so far as to argue 
that “we need a larger discussion about the  future of online 
education that privileges  these [virtual] spaces as central and 
indispensable to learning” and that a “truly successful online 
program pays attention to what’s already happening in digital 
culture,” such as incorporating blogs and social media into 
online learning environments (see chapter 13). We need to pay 
attention to digital cultures  because developments in that 
area not only reveal the realities that students  will face out-
side of higher education institutions, but demonstrate how 
 people may find community and build strong and thriving re-
lationships online. Since the days of correspondence courses 
described by Watters, developments in social technologies and 
active pedagogies have changed the way we think about dis-
tance in distance education by making interactions between 
individuals much more immediate. But despite the seemingly 
evident benefits of leveraging social media in online educa-
tion, Mnkandla and Minaar (2017) found that many online 
instructors lacked the technological and social media skills 
to efectively use social media as a pedagogical tool. Thus, 
they advised that instructors learn how to employ social me-
dia “to efectively facilitate social learning, collaboration, and 
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interaction among students and between students and lectur-
ers to enhance deep learning in a safe environment.” In other 
words, to reduce student isolation and raise connectedness, 
instructors, and not just students, need the kind of digital lit-
eracies that Graham describes in chapter 6.

Another way to help combat isolation in the online space 
recommended by researchers is to build a learning commu-
nity within an online course. Rovai (2002) has identified four 
dimensions of such a sense of community: classroom spirit, 
trust, interaction, and a commonality of expectations and 
goals. Without  these, according to Rovai, students may feel 
more isolated, lonely, have lower self- esteem, and thus be un-
motivated and potentially drop out of a course. Yet it is the 
quality and not merely the quantity of classroom interactions 
that contribute  toward developing a community, requiring 
careful attention to course design and pedagogy. One strategy 
Rovai recommends to enhance a sense of community within 
online learning is organ izing students into “a variety of learn-
ing activities such as student-  or teacher- led discussion groups, 
debates, proj ects, and collaborative learning groups” in which 
the instructor can act as “encourager, harmonizer, compro-
miser, gatekeeper, standard setter, observer, or follower” to 
promote and maintain dialogue between students (9). Cormier 
(2008) believes that when participants negotiate knowledge 
and understanding, and produce content that is shared and 
interacted with collaboratively by their peers, the curriculum 
no longer merely consists of experts and content, but the com-
munity becomes the curriculum.

One final way to address loneliness and isolation that re-
searchers recommend is for students to pursue several forms 
of emotional support through, for example, the formation of 
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study groups. Holder (2007, 255) finds that “having the experi-
ence of a supportive group of friends and  family and the com-
fort of knowing that they are not alone in this learning pro cess 
was a significant function related to students’  per sis tence.” 
Seeking social and emotional support has also become an oft- 
repeated recommendation in MOOC settings, wherein some 
have recommended that learners enroll in MOOCs as part of 
a group or enlist their friends in their learning endeavors 
(e.g., Pickard 2016).

Online learning environments may be isolating and lonely, 
but emerging pedagogical approaches that support participa-
tion, community- building, and meaningful interactions can 
alleviate such feelings. As Watters reflected about her feelings 
of isolation while watching videos alone, “Part of this a fail-
ure of instructional design. Part of this is a failure of pedagogy. 
Part of it is a failure of community— a failure of both certain 
online education startups in fostering community and a failure 
on my part in joining it.” Finding ways to address that fail-
ure while also meeting the desire for flexible learning that ac-
commodates learners’ needs is another of the challenges 
facing online education  today.

•••
• Student loneliness and isolation are negative feelings often 

associated with online learning contexts.
• Interventions aimed at increasing feelings of connected-

ness online learners feel with peers, faculty, and the 
institution may address feelings of learner isolation.

• Efforts at reducing transactional distance may encroach 
upon other valued aspects of online learning (e.g., flexibility).

• We need new pedagogical approaches, ones that are fit, 
and are developed for, the digital age, ones that emphasize 
connectedness.
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