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8.
The Learner Who Showed Emotion

Many individuals view online learning as transactional, as en-
compassing a transaction between two parties— student and 
instructor, student and institution—in a similar way that bank-
ing encompasses a transaction between two parties— bank 
and client, accountholder and accountholder. The proliferation 
of websites selling information products masquerading as 
“courses” reinforces this belief. This perspective often overlooks 
the difficulties with even  these kinds of seemingly  simple, practi-
cal transactions. Have you ever tried to send money to someone 
abroad or to open an account in a country to which you just 
arrived? This perspective— online learning as transactional— 
does not seem to align with what I have observed and experi-
enced in online learning environments.

A few years ago, I sat in a row, next to two colleagues, facing 
a large monitor and a webcam. The three of us, who made up 
the examining committee for Magda’s thesis, had just finished 
our deliberations following an hour- long examination. Magda 
was one of my supervisees, an online student I’d interacted 



78   LEARNING ONLINE

with via phone, audio- conference, and email many times but 
never seen  until that day. At this point, she was sitting at home 
waiting for us to invite her to log back online so we could give 
her the results of our deliberations.

When my colleague placed the call, Magda quickly appeared 
on the video screen and, her voice trembling, announced, “I’m 
back.”

As the supervisor, it was my responsibility to deliver the 
news: “We have discussed your thesis and pre sen ta tion. I’m 
excited to tell you that we are recommending only minor revi-
sions for your thesis, and as such, you’ll be able to quickly wrap 
this up. Congratulations, Magda! You should be proud of this 
work.”

She stared at me for what seemed like a long time but, in 
real ity, was but a second or two. Then, tears filling her eyes, 
she responded, “We did it, George, we did it!” I smiled at her 
and replied, “You did it, Magda. I just supported you along the 
way.” As her tears continued to flow, now accompanied by a 
warm smile, she chuckled and informed us that her partner 
was silently cheering her from  behind the screen. My col-
leagues then congratulated her as well, and I promised to fol-
low up our conversation that after noon with a detailed email 
as to what revisions  were required to the thesis before hang-
ing up.

When I turned to one of my colleagues, I saw her eyes had 
also grown misty. “It’s been a long journey,” I said, my voice 
breaking as I added, “Magda had to take quite some time off 
for a variety of personal concerns. But  here she is, stronger 
than ever.” My own eyes teared up as I thought about the chal-
lenges that Magda had overcome and the magnitude of her 
achievement despite the adversities she faced. Although many 
 people assume that online learning is a dry and detached pro-
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cess, a transaction to obtain a credential, this view overlooks 
the role of emotion in the ongoing pro cess of learning regard-
less of  whether it takes place online or not.

•••
As Magda’s story points out, online learning, like all learning, 
can be what Sharpe and Benfield (2005) have described as an 
emotionally charged experience. Learners’ emotions related 
to their online studies can vary from frustration, to joy, to anx-
iety, to a sense of warmth and belongingness. Online learn-
ing is not the detached, unemotional, and dry experience it is 
often  imagined to be. Recognizing that online learning is emo-
tionally charged is to acknowledge the humanity of it, and 
this is impor tant  because it may enable us to strengthen our 
relationships with our students, and, in the pro cess, improve 
the quality of our emotional relationships and our educational 
programming.

Historically, emotion and cognition have been consid-
ered separate domains and emotion often viewed as some-
thing that impairs cognition, rational thought, and learning 
(Cleveland- Innes and Campbell 2012). In an article in the New 
York Times entitled “Students Learn from  People They Love,” 
David Brooks writes, “Teaching consisted of dispassionately 
downloading knowledge into students’ brains. Then work 
by cognitive scientists like Antonio Damasio showed us that 
emotion is not the opposite of reason; it’s essential to reason. 
Emotions assign value to  things.” In fact, many scholars have 
begun to acknowledge and examine the more complex role 
that emotion actually plays in learning (e.g., MacFadden 
2005, 2007), demonstrating the “centrality of emotion in 
many cognitive pro cesses” (O’Regan 2003, 80). Emotion not 
only shapes individuals’ cognition but the social interactions 
necessary for building conceptual understanding (Delahunty, 
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Verenikina, and Jones 2014). Indeed, research has shown that 
emotion impacts such diverse aspects of learning as motiva-
tion (Dirkx 2006), choice of learning experiences (Artino 
2010), self- regulation (Pekrun et al. 2010), and social interac-
tion (Cleveland-Innes and Campbell 2012).

Despite the increasing recognition of the importance of 
emotion in learning, the learning that takes place in online 
spaces is most often depicted in the lit er a ture as less emotion-
ally rich, more impersonal, and less influenced by emotion 
than learning that takes place in- person. This view is reflected, 
for instance, in work that describes face- to- face teaching as 
innately  human, in contrast to the “online medium [which] 
 will make us miss, misread or simply not recognize”  human 
feelings (Mentz and Schaberg 2018). The implication  here is 
that the medium is not simply impersonal but actually lacks, 
masks, and hides emotions. Similar to schooling which Valen-
zuela (2010) sees as or ga nized in ways that deprives youth of 
their cultures, languages, and identities, online learning is of-
ten perceived to be subtractive in a dif er ent way—as abating 
learners and instructors of the  human interaction involved in 
teaching and learning. But as Delahunty, Verenikina, and 
Jones (2014) argue, all learning is a personal and social expe-
rience that involves physical, cognitive, social, and emotional 
 factors. In online spaces, the socio- emotional aspects of learn-
ing become even more, not less, impor tant for instructors and 
learners.

This recognition has led a number of scholars to turn their 
attention to the kinds of emotions that learners experience in 
online learning. In an early study on this topic, O’Regan (2003) 
uncovered that online learners experienced a range of emo-
tions during their learning experiences, from frustration (the 
most common emotion, reported by all the students) and anx-
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iety to enthusiasm and pride. Many of the negative emotions 
chronicled by O’Regan— and  later scholars such as Artino and 
Jones (2012) and MacFadden (2005, 2007)— were related to the 
technology used: prob lems with reliability, lack of familiarity, 
system glitches, needing to trust unknown systems, and reli-
ance on text- based media. A study by Zembylas (2008) also 
found that adult online learners experienced emotions such as 
anxiety, stress, and guilt in relation to their difficulties in bal-
ancing their vari ous life roles and responsibilities, as well as 
to technology use. Importantly, however, Zembylas also found 
that learners’ negative emotions gradually decreased over the 
duration of the course as the students became more familiar 
with online communication and that they increasingly ex-
pressed positive emotions such as joy, pride, and satisfaction 
about the flexibility of online learning, completing course 
 requirements, and the support they gained from their rela-
tionships with other learners.

Much of the lit er a ture in this area draws upon the control- 
value model of emotion (Pekrun 2006), which suggests that a 
learner’s emotions are influenced by their evaluation of the 
control they have over their learning and the value they place 
on the experience. Research by Artino and Jones (2012) de-
scribes a complex relationship between emotions and achieve-
ment in which emotions that are generally considered nega-
tive (e.g., boredom, frustration) led to the use of self- regulated 
learning strategies and higher achievement, resulting in learn-
ers experiencing positive emotions like pride and confidence. 
Similarly, research by You (2012) and You and Kang (2014) 
found that positive and negative emotions mediated the rela-
tionship between a learner’s perceptions of academic control 
and their use of self- regulated learning strategies. The rela-
tionship between positive emotion and perceived control is not 

http://www.eurodl.org/index.php?p=current&sp=full&article=736
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restricted to the academic component of online learning: Butz, 
Stupnisky, and Pekrun (2015) noted that learners who saw 
themselves as confident with technology  were more likely to 
have positive emotions and feel successful in their online 
learning experiences.

Researchers have also examined how emotion is related to 
the learning community of a course and the social aspects of 
online learning. The findings of Delahunty et al. (2014) sug-
gest that interaction with  others is an essential part of learn-
ing, as they show that online learners often describe feelings 
of disconnection and isolation as major impediments to their 
online learning. Scholarship on the socio- emotional aspects of 
online learning has frequently used a community of inquiry 
framework to investigate how the notion of presence is devel-
oped in online learning settings (Garrison, Anderson, and 
Archer 1999). Angelaki and Mavroidis (2013), for instance, 
found that social connections and communication with peers 
played an impor tant role in the emotional well- being of online 
learners. Such findings seem to affirm the suggestion made by 
Cleveland- Innes and Campbell (2012) that emotion underpins 
the entire experience of learning online and that emotional 
presence should thus be considered a foundational component 
of online learning.

In addition to studies that have explored the role of emotion 
in formal online learning, a few have extended that investiga-
tion to other digital learning settings, such as MOOCs. For 
example, drawing on the popu lar control- value framework, 
Dillon et al. (2016) asked learners in a statistics MOOC to 
identify their emotions in relation to both specific aspects of 
the course and the course overall.  These authors found that 
positive emotions (e.g., hope, enjoyment, contentment)  were 
common, while negative emotions (e.g., disappointment, an-
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ger, shame)  were rare. This finding is somewhat contradictory 
of  earlier studies that have uncovered negative emotions re-
lated to feelings of isolation or alienation in MOOCs and on-
line learning more generally (Zutshi et al. 2013; Delahunty 
et al. 2014; Mackness and Bell 2015). Findings in the MOOC 
lit er a ture are generally mixed: While much of the lit er a ture 
seems to indicate that participants are more likely to report 
experiencing positive than negative emotions (e.g., Zutshi, 
O’Hare, and Rodafinos 2013; Koutropoulos et al. 2014), many 
researchers show that learners report negative emotions re-
sulting from challenges they face such as lack of structure (Liu 
et al. 2015) and technological difficulties (Fini 2009).

Mackness and Bell (2015) describe the broader lit er a ture 
succinctly when they find that dif er ent participants often had 
very dif er ent emotional experiences. Like Zembylas (2008), 
however, Dillon and colleagues (2016) found that the emo-
tions reported by participants fluctuated over the duration of 
the course and in relation to difering aspects of the course, 
and that negative emotions  were significantly correlated with 
dropping out of the course. In an ethnographic study analyz-
ing forum posts, Cheng (2014) found that more than half of 
the forum posts analyzed contained some expression of emo-
tion (e.g., a description of feelings, suggestion of a specific 
emotional state, or use of an emoticon), and that most emo-
tions  were positive. What  these studies reveal is that emotions 
 can’t be separated from online learning.  Whether a learner 
experiences altruism, connectedness, ac cep tance by  others, 
hope, despair, or other less intense emotions, recognizing 
emotions as an integral part of learning should compel us to 
approach the design of learning experiences, the act of online 
teaching, and the creation of online programs with a sense of 
humility and care for learners.
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Recognizing and acknowledging that online learning is an 
emotionally charged experience for learners has significant 
implications for instructors, designers, researchers, and the 
field writ large. Above all, this recognition casts doubt on the 
view that online learning is merely transactional. Online 
learning is often dubbed a “delivery mechanism,” a way to de-
liver education to students in the same way that a mailperson 
delivers mail to one’s residence. The lit er a ture reviewed above 
shows that online learning, to students,  isn’t merely transac-
tional: it facilitates excitement, passion, frustration, and a 
 whole slew of emotions.

•••
• Online learning is an emotionally charged experience and is 

often much more than a transaction.
• Since emotions are an integral part of learning, we should 

approach the design of online learning with care and 
humility.
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