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Abstract 
Technological advancements reshape societies at large and with that changes 
in behavior and the way in which people live and work follow. Education is 
no exception; technology enables students to attend courses independent of 
time and place. This thesis attempted to explore and develop an understanding 
of how students who study at a distance in higher education use technology 
to collaborate and how they experience collaboration. The philosophical base 
is postphenomenology and both interviews and observations have been 
conducted in order to collect data. Findings showed that a range of 
technologies were used to collaborate; both technologies for communication, 
storing of documents, brainstorming and screen sharing. Only the initial 
contact between fellow students were made through the technology that the 
university itself provided whereas the continued communication often took 
place elsewhere, chosen by the students. Although emerging technologies 
offer a vast range of opportunities for communication and collaboration, these 
were not always experienced as seamless. Diverging from previous literature 
where distance education has received critiques on not being able to fully 
replicate traditional studies; findings showed that the differences from 
traditional studies made students choose distance studies over traditional 
studies. Thus the value of distance studies relies on what actually differs them 
from traditional studies.  
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1 Introduction  
This chapter introduces the chosen subject of the thesis, background, its 
purpose and research questions. It also contains a justification of the chosen 
topic, its scope and limitations and concludes with a disposition.   

 
1.1 Background  
The development of technologies is transforming the ways in which people 
work and business operates, as well as how people are living with technology 
in their everyday lives (Bradley, 2010; Beynon-Davies, 2013). New 
technologies have proliferated, and Information and Communication 
Technologies (ICTs) are becoming more pervasive on both a societal, 
organizational and individual level (Walsham, 2012). Kreps and Kimppa 
(2015) state that it is crucial to understand how ICT innovation is associated 
with changes in society. They state that there are complex interrelationships 
between societal changes and the use of ICTs, both in terms of 
technologically deterministic shifts grounded in fundamental 
telecommunications infrastructure as well as intensely social emergence 
trends.  
 
Education is one area where technology has changed the traditional means of 
teaching and learning from the limitations of certain teaching and learning 
methods at specific places and times, into the possibility to attend education 
through the means of technology. This provides the opportunity to participate 
in education from a distance (Alkhattabi, Neagu, and Cullen, 2010; Courtney 
and Wilhoite-Mathews, 2015). According to Anderson and Simpson (2012), 
distance education has its grounds in commitment to social justice and equity, 
and supports the principle of education for all. They argue that access to 
education is a both right and a means to personal, community and national 
development. Distance education institutions have made a significant 
contribution to access and thus have enabled more people to be able to 
participate in education.  
 
According to Anderson and Simpson (2012), the heart of distance education 
is interaction amongst people, both student to student and student to 
instructor. Reese (2015) states that both students and instructors can benefit 
from an online environment that is rich in communication, collaboration and 
community. Advanced options in learning management systems and 
innovative technological tools can allow distance education to meet the 
unique needs of all students. Synchronous and asynchronous interaction, 
collaborative course work, real-time communication and live and recorded 
lessons by teachers are a few examples of technological tools for online 
courses.    
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One can argue that the traditional classroom is being transformed due to the 
impact of globalization, accelerated by technological progress. Distance 
learning and the use of educational technology has increased rapidly in higher 
education (Almarashdeh, 2016), and the growing number of courses offered 
by the means of technology and to a wider area of students justifies further 
research into online collaboration. Moreover, Anderson and Simpson (2012) 
argue that new research is needed to interpret and explain the new forms of 
educational practices that are now available through interactive 
communication technology.  
 
1.2 Purpose and Research Questions 
The purpose of this research is to qualitatively explore how students who 
study on distance in higher education use technology to collaborate and how 
they experience collaboration. Higher education is defined as post-secondary 
education. The research questions to be answered are the following:  
 
1) How do students who study at a distance in higher education use 
technology to collaborate?  
 
2) How do students who study at a distance in higher education experience 
collaboration? 
 
The aim of this research is primarily to explore and understand how students 
use technology for distance collaboration and how they experience 
collaboration at a distance in higher education, serving as a base to understand 
needs. Perhaps the lens of phenomenology can lead to new insights that are 
of value when developing future online learning environments. However, the 
implementation of such possible environments is outside the scope of this 
research.  
 
1.3 Topic Justification  
Given the rapid growth of distance education (Beldarrain, 2006; 
Almarashdeh, 2016), interaction and collaboration in this environment are of 
interest since these two factors are the key components of learning in order to 
make it a satisfying process for students (Jones, 2010). Interaction, 
communication and collaboration are all factors that contribute to the quality 
of education, and as distance education becomes more established and used 
by an increasing amount of students, I believe that there is a need to explore 
how the growing technology that supports distance education and 
collaboration is being used and how it is experienced. This can in turn 
contribute to a richer understanding of how students experience and use 
technology in order to collaborate, which can result in a better foundation 
when developing future distance education environments.  
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Several researchers note that technology contributes to new dimensions of 
traditional education which enables newer ways of teaching and learning 
(Jonassen et al., 1995; Thorpe, 1998; Volery and Lord, 2000; Beldarrain, 
2006). It is important to stress that technology is constantly changing and 
improving. This is argued by Kim and Bonk (2006) who state that advances 
in technologies improve distance education continuously. From a 
technological perspective, literature thus become obsolete quite fast, which 
also motivates this research. 

 
Moreover, I find the phenomenon of distance education very interesting since 
it opens up the opportunity to include people independent of various 
limitations such as geographical isolation, social or economic restrictions et 
cetera. I wanted to study how students experience it and how they collaborate 
with fellow students and teachers, and I wanted to do so from the student’s 
perspective. In addition, I find the technological development interesting and 
thus wanted to include the use of technology in this research.  
 
1.4 Scope and Limitations  
This research aims to include various viewpoints from both male and female 
students who have studied on distance in higher education. In order to include 
a variety of experiences and perspectives, participants from three different 
countries have been included. The results of the research are tied to this 
specific context in which it took place rather than being generalized. 
According to Creswell (2014), qualitative generalization is used in a limited 
way in qualitative research; the value lies in the particular description and its 
themes developed within its context.  
 
One limitation with this research is that I have decided not to include teachers. 
They are an important aspect of distance education and their experiences with 
it would have contributed to a more inclusive picture of the matter. Another 
limitation might be the fact that most participants were known to me which 
could have affected what they told me. As Creswell and others put it, this is 
a convenience sample. On the other hand, it could also have contributed to a 
more comfortable and open conversation than if we’d been complete 
strangers. 

 
1.5 Disposition  
The rest of the thesis is structured as follows: Chapter 2 provides a literature 
review including the main topics of the thesis; distance education, interaction, 
collaboration, technology et cetera. Chapter 3 presents the methodology used. 
It explains phenomenology, presents participants and the data collection and 
analysis methods. It concludes with validity, reliability and ethical 
considerations. Chapter 4 presents the findings which consists of themes 
extracted from the data analysis. Chapter 5 contains a discussion of the 
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findings in the light of previous research. Chapter 6 contains the conclusion 
together with the contribution of the research. Suggestions for future research 
is also included in the final chapter. See figure 1 for a visual depiction of the 
thesis structure.  
 
 

             Figure 1 Thesis structure 
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2 Literature Review  
The following chapter serves as a base and framing for this research. It firstly 
introduces distance education and the interaction within it. Next is a section 
about collaboration in distance education followed by computer-mediated 
communication. Computer-supported collaborative learning, technology and 
knowledge management in distance education will conclude this chapter. 

 
2.1 Distance Education 
Distance education emerged in an attempt to meet the need of providing 
access to those who otherwise wouldn’t be able to participate in traditional 
face-to-face courses. There has been an evolution from correspondence 
schools to delivery mechanisms such as independent study, computer-based 
instruction, computer-assisted instruction, video courses, videoconferencing, 
web-based instruction and online learning. Technology has been the central 
and most important part in changing the dynamics of each delivery option 
over the years. It has enabled students to access education at any time from 
any place and thus is responsible for redefining the concept of distance 
between learner and instructor. (Beldarrain, 2006) 
 
Siemens (2005) argues that formal education such as lectures in classrooms 
and traditional textbooks no longer makeup the majority of learning. Instead, 
informal learning through communities of practice and personal networks is 
a significant aspect of the learning experience. In the digital age in which we 
exist, technology has reorganized the ways we live, how we communicate and 
how we learn. Consequently, as the impact of technology increases, questions 
of how to stay current in a rapidly evolving information ecology emerge. 
According to Reese (2015), online courses in fully virtual and blended 
formats have emerged in an effort to modernize education. The difference 
between these two is that fully virtual courses allow students to interact with 
their peers and instructors solely through the use of technology, whereas 
blended courses use online learning as a supplement to face-to-face 
interactions. Distance education has emerged as a way for students and 
faculty to collaborate more freely, utilize new media to learn and attain greater 
flexibility. 
 
Schlosser and Simonson (2006) define distance education as institution-
based, formal education where the learning group is separated. What is used 
to connect learners, resources and instructors is interactive communication 
systems. This is reinforced by Reese (2015) who states that online education 
has the ability to connect students to peers, instructors and course content 
through flexible and asynchronous environments. According to Jones (2010), 
distance education provides educational opportunities for people who for a 
range of reasons are unable to attend on-campus classes. The reasons could 
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be related to geographical location, social or economic disadvantages or 
significant health issues, all of which preventing them from attending on-
campus classes. According to Schlosser and Simonson (2006), new 
technologies together with globalization and new ideas about student learning 
challenge the traditional approaches to the practice of distance education. 
They also argue that some of the traditional definitions of distance education 
describe it as taking place at a different time and in a different place, whereas 
more recent definitions stress education that takes place at the same time but 
at a different place. This is enabled by interactive technologies (ibid.). 
 
According to Coates and Humphreys (2003), many of those enrolling in 
online economic courses are nontraditional students, where traditional 
students are defined as 18- to 22-year-old full-time, first-time degree-seeking 
undergraduates. A high proportion of nontraditional students who enroll in 
these courses tend to be working adults and non-degree-seeking students. 
This agrees with findings from a more recent research which reported that 
online undergraduate students tend to have certain characteristics such as 
being older, working and financially independent (McCarty, Bennett and 
Carter, 2013). Family responsibilities are also mentioned as a reason for 
participating in online courses and programs (Bejerano, 2008). In addition, 
Finkel (2015) states that the costs of technology have come down sharply, the 
phones have become “smart”, and the Internet has become faster and enables 
students to access information anywhere anytime. All of this has made 
distance education more accessible, especially for those who have schedules 
and responsibilities that are incompatible with their attendance in traditional 
face-to-face settings.  

 
2.1.1 Critiques of Distance Education 
Although it is clear that online education is an attractive alternative to 
traditional classroom education, some of its critiques lie in whether the 
students who take online courses and programs are getting the same quality 
and caliber of education as their face-to-face counterparts. Reese (2015) states 
that researchers who critique online education raise problems such as the 
dissociative process that can accompany virtual learning environments. They 
acknowledge a disconnection in the relationship between the student and the 
instructor, as well as in the ability to build a learning environment. Bejerano 
(2008) argues that traditional institutions provide more to students than just 
an education; it is a community in which students interact, engage and support 
each other. On-campus experiences connect students with other students and 
faculty whereas online education creates isolation and alienation. This tends 
to result in students being less persistent in school and thus completion rates 
in their degree programs tend to be lower. Factors such as academic and social 
integration into the learning environment or educational institution are known 
indicators of students’ success which is why they are important to include in 
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educational environments (ibid.). In addition, Reese (2015) states that some 
critics argue that the lack of interaction within a specific building in a set time 
and place is a negative aspect of online learning. Virtual environments don’t 
provide the same quality as face-to-face traditional courses do. Critics argue 
that online education cannot possibly replicate the learning and interactions 
that occur in traditional face-to-face classrooms (Bejerano, 2008). 
 
Another issue with online education is that many campus leaders have little 
to no direct online learning experience, which affects the development and 
overall attitude towards online education (Finkel, 2015). Bejerano (2008) 
explains that faculty might experience online instruction as too time-
consuming and relationally unrewarding. Online instruction and teaching 
requires pre-class organization and a set-up phase where instructors might be 
unfamiliar with the technological tools available. Teachers might also 
experience online education as unrewarding in terms of social interaction 
because they are distanced by space and time. Online education is a more 
restrictive environment than traditional classroom education and lacks some 
of the dynamics that occurs when people are in the same room. Bejerano 
(2008) adds that online education requires more initiatives from students, they 
must take their own responsibility to learn the provided material. She 
continues with stating that this might unknowingly set up students for failure 
since they might not possess the skills or self-efficacy to learn independently. 
Students who learn better through interaction, lacks motivation or need more 
hands-on academic support suffers most of online education. When faced 
with academic challenges they postpone their graduation or even drop out 
completely. Reese (2015) notes that online education not only needs to 
provide students with material and content, but also should act as a catalyst 
to get students involved in course work with their peers and with the support 
of the instructor. 
 
2.1.2 Learning Philosophy 
There are different learning philosophies which could affect the learning 
experience. King (1993) defines two different philosophies; the transmittal 
model and the constructivist model. The transmittal model is illustrated by 
the teacher being the central figure who possesses the knowledge and 
transmits it to the students. Typically, the students simply memorize the 
information and reproduces it on an exam. In contrast to this transmittal 
model where the students are passive learners, the constructivist model places 
the students in the center of the learning process. Students are expected to 
produce knowledge rather than reproduce it which is done through active 
participation, thinking for themselves and by both posing and solving 
complex problems. Knowledge is seen as something that must be constructed 
or reconstructed by each individual knower. Students should try to make 
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sense of new information by what they already know; they use their own 
existing knowledge and prior experience to understand new material.  
 
Depending on what learning philosophy that guides the educational program, 
there will be different impacts on course design, interactional provision, 
assessment policy et cetera. Bates (2016) notes that instructors, teachers and 
faculty are facing both unprecedented change such as larger classes and more 
diverse students, as well as the ever changing technology. Thus it is important 
to have underlying principles that guide effective teaching in an age where 
everyone, especially the students, are using technology.  

 
According to Wulf et al. (2014), Massive Open Online Courses (MOOC) are 
online courses held by professors or other experts, provided to an unlimited 
number of participants. MOOCs have been developed with the clear purpose 
of providing more learning opportunities as well as improving the learning 
experience (Gaebel, 2013). They have quickly gained popularity and thus 
expanded and evolved, and appears to be a significant force within higher 
education (Admiraal, Huisman, and Pilli, 2015). Bates (2016) notes that these 
can be divided into xMOOCs and cMOOCs dependent on what learning 
philosophy guides them. xMOOCs are based on the transmission model and 
allows for the registration of a large numbers of participants. They use the 
standard lecture model where participants download on demand recorded 
video lectures. Assignments are online tests where students receive 
immediate computerized feedback. Due to the large amount of registered 
participants, individual interaction between student and instructor is rarely 
possible. cMOOCs on the other hand are driven by the other previously 
mentioned learning philosophy; one where learning develops through the 
discussions and connections between participants. The interactions are 
oftentimes over social media. Thus, these place heavy emphasis on 
networking and uses a combination of online discussion forums, webcasts, 
participant blogs et cetera. The participants must contribute themselves. 
Sometimes there is no formally identified instructors, but guest instructors 
might be invited to offer a blog or a webcast for the course.  

 
2.2 Interaction in Distance Education 
Social interaction is important for the purpose of knowledge construction and 
affects the learning process extensively (Beldarrain, 2006). Because of the 
fact that interaction is considered a necessary ingredient for a successful 
learning experience, the question of how much interactivity a distance course 
could provide for the students is often in center of attention (Bernard et al., 
2009; Abrami et al., 2011). Bernard et al. (2009) stress three types of 
important interaction in distance education: among students, between the 
student and instructor, and between students and course content. This is where 
emerging technologies facilitate the establishment of asynchronous and 
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synchronous interaction between the different actors involved. Asynchronous 
interaction is where students and their teachers or peers don’t interact at the 
same time; a time delay is typical whereas synchronous interaction occurs in 
real time and the participants communicate directly with each other. 

 
According to So and Brush (2008), interaction can be defined as a reciprocal 
communication process between human and human or between human and 
non-human, and is an important concept in distance education environments. 
Berge (2013) argues that education can be thought of as a communication 
process between the participants, and the communication in distance 
education provides various opportunities but barriers in its effectiveness are 
also present. There are communication barriers to distance education both in 
terms of technical, psychological, social, cultural and contextual. Obstacles 
in communication can arise at all stages of the distance education process. It 
could be in the design, development, delivery or implementation of distance 
education courses. As the technology that is being used for distance education 
improves, so do the opportunities to overcome many of the barriers to 
ineffective communication (ibid.).  
 
One of the basic barriers of communication in distance education is access. If 
there is no access, i.e. no communication possible at all, the value and 
meaning of distance education is greatly reduced. Another barrier is 
acceptance of distance education, which is necessary from both teachers and 
students in order to enable meaningful education experiences. Increased 
communication allows for collaborative activities, which also include more 
complex communication barriers. (ibid.) 
 
A related issue that needs exploration is that of social presence. Beldarrain 
(2006) believes that individuals who participate in distance education must 
feel like they belong as in any other social group. Social presence refers to 
the degree to which the technology facilitates a personal connection between 
people. The highest level of social presence is to be found in a face-to-face 
meeting whereas an e-mail message has far less (Bharadwa and Saxena, 
2006). The sense of presence or belonging makes the students able to interact 
comfortably with both peers and instructors (Zawacki-Richter and Anderson, 
2014), and thus is a prerequisite to establishing an online environment where 
students can collaborate seamlessly (Beldarrain, 2006). Even though social 
presence differs from interactions, they nurture each other. Picciano (2002) 
argues that interaction may indicate presence, but students can interact 
without ever feeling as they belong to the group or the class. Furthermore, the 
degree of social presence can form and increase the quality of interaction 
(Beldarrain, 2006). 
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Tresman (2002) states that forging and establishing relationships is an 
important part of distance learning. Institutions must proactively focus on 
establishing relationships with students; both new and returning ones. She 
suggests that students should be matched with a tutor who will take 
responsibility for overseeing student progress as well as monitoring and 
contacting students who’s perceived as being at risk of dropping out. Other 
ways to motivate students and prevent them from dropping out could be to 
establish peer support networks.  
 
2.3 Collaboration in Distance Education 
Researchers differ with regard to definitions of collaboration, although they 
share similar constructs. According to Lipponen (2002), collaboration refers 
to any activity that two or more people perform together. Within learning 
sciences and among researchers, collaboration is the idea of co-construction 
of knowledge and mutual engagement of participants, and thus collaboration 
can be considered as a special form of interaction and includes the idea of 
achieving shared goals. Beetham and Sharpe (2013) defines collaboration as 
a stronger term than communication and that the activities are social and 
depend on the interactions between participants. Crook argues that there are 
three factors of interaction that are essential to successful collaboration; 
histories of joint activity of those interacting, intimacy among participants 
and rich supply of external resources such as computers (1998 cited in 
Lipponen, 2002). Panitz (1999) defines collaboration as a philosophy 
consisting of interaction and personal lifestyle. Within this philosophy, 
individuals are responsible for their learning, actions, and are required to 
respect the abilities and contributions of their peers. According to Jones 
(2010), collaboration is a way to work together with fellow students in order 
to produce assessable material. This agrees with Lafifi, Mehira and Zedadra 
(2016) who state that students collaborate with each other through 
synchronous or asynchronous communication tools in order to complete a 
work task.  

 
Beldarrain (2006) notes that as new technologies emerge, both educators and 
instructional designers have the opportunity to foster interaction and 
collaboration among students in an online environment. Through the means 
of technology, interaction and collaboration are attainable in both 
asynchronous and synchronous learning networks which can be designed as 
true learning communities. Software that enables a group of people to 
collaborate through the Internet, also known as social software, has added a 
dimension to distance education. Social software and other collaboration tools 
available support an environment that seek to motivate, cultivate and meet the 
needs for the 21st-century students. Additionally, Beldarrain (2006) argues 
that the 21st-century students are likely to prefer working in a group rather 
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than in isolation, indicating that the support of collaboration in either 
asynchronous or synchronous learning environment is crucial. 
 
Theories of collaborative learning give insights about key processes that need 
to be supported for successful collaboration. However, most theories and 
approaches of collaboration neglect the possibilities and impact that the 
material world has when facilitation shared goals and mutual understandings. 
The impact of the material world in general and computers in particular, offer 
a rich repertoire of referential anchors as well as points of shared reference. 
(Lipponen, 2002) 
 
Reese (2015) states that collaboration is a key component in successful online 
courses. The experiences of distance education have the potential to be 
interactive environments in which students are able to communicate, share, 
discuss and collaborate. The intersection of education and technology is 
changing how teaching and learning takes place in the 21st century, which 
suggests a need for universities to revisit current curricula and design of 
online courses. Reese (2015) continues with stating that online learning 
environments need to implement both synchronous and asynchronous 
platforms in order to replicate the capabilities of traditional classrooms. This 
can be accomplished by using web cameras, microphones, online live 
classrooms and chat capabilities.      

 
2.4 Computer-Mediated Communication 
Due to the rapid development and integration of computing and 
communication technology, support for interaction between student to 
student and student to teacher has become available (Watabe, Hamalainen 
and Whinston, 1995). This enables geographically dispersed groups of 
students to effectively collaborate with each other. Computer-Mediated 
Communication (CMC) refers to the use of networks of computers that enable 
interaction between geographically dispersed students (Jonassen et al., 1995). 
CMC offers synchronous or asynchronous group communication, where 
synchronous communication is for example chat or teleconference while 
asynchronous communication is mainly text-based such as emails or 
discussion forums. It may enhance the learning experience for students and 
especially when integrating synchronous technology tools (Beldarrain, 2006). 
 
CMC plays an important role in facilitating group learning processes, and the 
availability of synchronous communication tools are critical in the process of 
collaborative learning (So and Brush, 2008). When facilitating the interactive 
communication process through CMC, it establishes a vehicle for socially 
constructed learning at distance (Stacey, 2007). Beetham and Sharpe (2013) 
add that CMC opens up the opportunity to include a wider range of people 
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such as remote experts and learners in other institutions and countries who 
can participate in the learning environment.  

 
2.5 Computer-Supported Collaborative Learning 
Lipponen (2002) defines Computer-Supported Collaborative Learning 
(CSCL) as the focus on how collaborative learning that is supported by 
technology can enhance both peer interaction and work in groups, which is 
why CSCL as a concept is interesting to bring into this research. Further, the 
focus of CSCL is also on how collaboration and technology facilitate 
distribution and sharing of expertise and knowledge among community 
members. This definition is strengthened by Ludvigsen and Mørch (2010), 
who argue that CSCL refers to the field of how ICT can support learning in 
groups. Additionally, they state that it is also about understanding the 
activities and actions that are being mediated by ICT in order to support 
computer-supported collaboration. It includes how individuals learn with 
specific tools, how small groups communicate and interact and how they over 
time develop shared meanings. On a more organizational and societal level, 
research questions addressed in CSCL include how institutions create and 
change new conditions for teaching and learning and how society adopts to 
new models of education. They argue that societies increasingly require new 
types of knowledge as well as new means of knowledge advancement, which 
includes new models of education (ibid.).  
 
One affordance of CSCL is communication. Digital technology supports 
distributed collaboration, and CSCL has contributed considerably in helping 
learners to overcome distance through means of technology, creating 
flexibility for people when collaborating with others. Communication 
technologies enable synchronous or asynchronous communication anytime 
and anyplace. The dominant form of technology support for distributed 
collaboration in CSCL is the use of email, discussion boards, chat or video-
conferencing. (Jeong and Hmelo-Silver, 2016) 
 
Jeong and Hmelo-Silver (2016) argue that multiple processes and 
mechanisms are interacting when people learn collaboratively, and it is 
important to develop an understanding of how technology meets the demands 
and challenges of collaborative learning. The first step to be taken in order to 
support collaborative learning through the means of technology is to 
understand the complexity of collaborative learning. This should be 
understood together with the available technical and pedagogical resources 
and tools that can be used to address the challenges students face in 
collaborative learning. They further argue that more research is needed in 
order to explore how new technologies can be used to support collaborative 
learning. It is also important to include pedagogical and sociocultural aspects 
to be able to meet the demands and challenges in collaborative learning. 
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(ibid.) This is where I believe that this research can be positioned. In an 
attempt to explore how technology is used when collaborating and how 
students experience collaboration, the results might be able to contribute to a 
richer understanding of the phenomena in focus. This is strengthened by 
Roschelle (2013) who argues that our understanding of how computers and 
technologies can support collaborative learning is still in relatively early 
stages, making this research relevant and worth pursuing.  
 
2.6 Technology in Distance Education 
Harry (1999) notes that technologies have the potential to help universities 
change, reach new audience and shift the boundaries between what is known 
as on-campus and off-campus education. Technologies can enable wider 
access, more engaging learning environments and greater flexibility. They 
can also provide opportunities for student to student or student to instructor 
interaction. Beldarrain (2006) mentions technologies to foster interaction 
such as blogs, wikis and podcasts, all of which can be called social software. 
Blogs can be used as student portfolios to keep record of an individual’s 
reflections, accomplishments and progress while wikis can be thought of as 
more permanent and serious and serves as a repository of knowledge. 
Podcasts can provide students with information and make them feel 
connected to the learning community. These tools can be implemented alone 
or in conjunction with applications such as file sharing and discussion 
platforms, live meetings or chats. Reese (2015) also mentions technologies 
such as YouTube videos, social networking and Skype in the classroom. 
Schrameyer et al. (2016) argue that since organizations increase their use of 
online or cloud collaboration tools, students need to develop their skills in 
using these kinds of tools. Thus, instructors have the opportunity to teach and 
prepare their students by incorporating these collaboration tools into their 
courses. Video collaboration is one of these tools; allowing students and 
instructors to interact in a non-traditional setting which is not limited by 
physical location. Google Hangouts and Skype are two examples of these 
technologies. Another tool is that of document collaboration. This tool 
provides a seamless real-time collaboration on word processing, presentation 
creation, spreadsheet manipulation et cetera. It can be accessed by all the 
members of the group and should provide a secure storage. One example is 
Google Drive. Google Drive can also be used as a content management 
system which is yet another tool valuable for students who collaborate online. 
Dropbox and OneDrive by Microsoft are two other examples of the same 
thing.  
 
Important to note here is that the development of technology is never static. 
As it evolves, so will the available tools of interaction do. Evaluate and adapt 
the technologies available is a necessity in order to be flexible and without 
compromising the quality of the education. Quality, consistency, design and 
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structure are all important concepts to succeed with distance education 
(Finkel, 2015). Moreover, the abovementioned tools are not appropriate for 
every situation; it is the responsible of administrators and instructional 
designers to investigate which tool offers the best solution for the task in focus 
(Beldarrain, 2006).  
 
2.7 Knowledge Management in Distance Education  
Butcher (2007) argues that information and knowledge need to be effectively 
managed in order to be of practical value. Data, information and knowledge 
are often used interchangeably, but in knowledge management, these terms 
are distinct. Data is a collection of quantitative measures and facts and has 
relatively little value by itself. When this data is given a context, people can 
interpret it and highlight patters or relationships. Thus it becomes 
information. When people develop an understanding of this information and 
react to or use it, it is transformed into knowledge. Additionally, knowledge 
can be divided into tacit knowledge and explicit knowledge. Tacit knowledge 
is developed from direct experience and action and is subconsciously 
understood and applied. It’s usually communication through informal 
conversations and shared experiences. Explicit knowledge on the other hand 
is formally and precisely formulated. It is codified, easily accessed and can 
be transmitted to others by small means. Structuring and recording tacit 
knowledge so that it becomes explicit knowledge is a key challenge in 
knowledge management.  
 
According to Butcher (2007), knowledge management should be a 
fundamental objective of any educational institution. Learning is its core 
function and the students play a role in creating and sharing knowledge. Thus, 
distance education programs need to have a systematic planning and 
implementation approach which compensates for the distance between 
educators and students. Flexible learning support systems, carefully designed 
administrative systems in order to support distance learners and quality 
assurance strategies are all important components of distance education. 
Knowledge management strategies that take the needs of its users, which are 
the students, into account needs to be developed. Whether knowledge 
management is going to be successful depends on how well the institutional 
environments are able to, and whether they, facilitate collaboration, build 
trust and create a shared understanding. It is also important that it encourages 
creation of communities of practice.  
 
A distance education institution’s information management system has to 
meet certain criteria in order to facilitate knowledge management. It needs to 
be easily and logically structured and retrieved, provide the right type of 
information and provide user-friendly computer access to information. The 
institutions have to establish types and combinations of information which 
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supports teaching and learning environments. It also has to include 
communication systems such as email systems, discussion lists and 
collaborative tools designed to support knowledge sharing. Examples of these 
could be online project management systems and collaborative content 
authoring tools. (ibid.) Hirschbuhl, Zachariah and Bishop (2002) also note the 
importance of the instructor in an online class; they need to ensure a high 
degree of interactivity and participation between students. Additionally, they 
need to provide fast feedback to students and have continuous communication 
with them. 
 
Saxena (2007) states that success of any system today is defined by its 
knowledge capital. For a university, knowledge is its key sustainable edge 
while their faculty and students are key assets. Knowledge management 
provides the opportunity to facilitate collaboration, integrate processes and 
form relationships across traditional boundaries.  
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3 Methodology  
The following chapter starts with a description of the research paradigm and 
the worldview in which I locate my research. Next is an introduction and 
explanation of phenomenology and postphenomenology which is applied in 
the research. I will also include an orientation of the research approach and 
the chosen methods. Validity and reliability together with ethical 
considerations will conclude the chapter.  

 
3.1 Research Paradigm 
A research paradigm is essentially basic assumptions about the world and thus 
what guides the research. Creswell (2014) defines it as worldviews while 
Lincoln, Lynham and Guba (2011) define it as paradigms. Willcocks and 
Mingers (2004) focus on the terminology, epistemology, which can be 
defined as the science or theory of knowledge, and constitutes the high-level 
outline of the reasoning process by which a school of thought performs its 
empirical and logical work. According to Myers (1997), epistemology refers 
to the assumptions about knowledge and how it can be obtained, which 
essentially guides the research. There are three underlying research 
epistemologies or paradigms; positivist, interpretive and critical. Positivism, 
in origin, was associated that knowledge can only be acquired through sense 
data, but has come to be associated with quantitative data analysis. The 
assumption behind such an epistemology is that analytic categories are 
directly associated with the structure of the physical and social world.  
Interpretive epistemology, in contrast, assumes that reality is socially 
constructed and hence that the researcher is an active part of the process. 
Critical epistemology, though associated largely with interpretivism, assumes 
that social reality is produced and reproduced by people, and thus that it is 
historically constituted. Exposing this opens up the possibility of change. The 
origins of critical epistemology can be traced to the so-called Frankfurt school 
and the work of, for instance, Max Horkheimer (Abromeit, 2011). 
 
The paradigm upon which this research is based is the interpretive one. 
Interpretive researchers attempt to understand a phenomenon through the 
meanings that people assign to them, and they focus on the full complexity of 
human sense making in the emergent situation (Myers, 1997; Klein and 
Myers, 1999). This research is focusing on how students use technology in 
distance education and how they experience collaboration. Thus, the goal of 
this research is to understand this phenomenon through the meanings and 
experiences that individuals assign to them, which is why the interpretivist 
paradigm will be used. This choice is strengthened by Orlikowski and 
Baroudi (1991) and Walsham (1995; 2006), who argue that interpretive 
research concerns subjective experience and how social actors make sense of 
the world.  
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Moreover, Klein and Myers (1999) argue that interpretive research within the 
field of information systems research can help researchers understand human 
action and thought in social and organizational contexts. They also argue that 
interpretive research has the potential to provide deep insights into 
phenomena of information systems and information systems development, 
which strengthens the choice of philosophical perspective in this research. 
 
3.2 Phenomenology 
Hughes and Sharrock (1997) state that the phenomenological tradition sees 
knowledge as an act of consciousness. According to them, to be conscious is 
to be conscious of something. By acts of consciousness, the world is 
experienced and made meaningful. Through these acts, the world is given and 
presented to us, which is as true for science as it is for any other mode of 
knowing.  

 
According to Boland, phenomenology is the philosophical base of 
interpretive research (1985 cited in Myers, 1997). Willcocks and Mingers 
(2004) note that there is no simple answer to what phenomenology is. They 
suggest that it is a “transcendental approach to our understanding of the 
world. In the ongoing evolution of phenomenology, the meaning and source 
of the ‘transcendental’ become transformed, redefined and reinterpreted by 
various proponents” (ibid., p. 59). Phenomenology attempts to understand 
participant’s perspectives and views of social realities (Willcocks and 
Mingers, 2004), and can be used to examine individual’s experiences 
(Creswell, 2014; Gill, 2014). It can be interpreted as a philosophical 
movement aiming to analyze the relations between human beings and reality 
(Verbeek, 2006). According to Giorgi (1997), phenomenology refers to all of 
the lived experiences that belong to a person, and concerns itself with 
analyzing things in terms of how they are experienced as and the meaning 
they have for the person experiencing them, rather than in their objective 
sense. Consciousness is a central concept within phenomenology and is 
described as the medium of access to whatever is given to awareness (Giorgi, 
1997). I believe that phenomenology is the appropriate approach to use in this 
research since it is concerned with students’ experiences of collaboration in 
distance studies and the use of technology within this area.  
 
There are various kinds and schools of phenomenology, ranging from Husserl 
to Schutz, Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty et cetera. They have some 
commonalities and also distinct features. Dowling (2007) states that the aim 
of Husserl phenomenology is the rigorous study of things as they appear, in 
order to gain an essential understanding of human experience and 
consciousness. Husserl said that phenomenology is “a return to the things 
themselves”, (Willcocks and Mingers, 2004, p. 59). A fundamental concept 
within this kind of phenomenology is intentionality, which indicates that 
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every mental act is related to some object. This implies that all perceptions 
have meaning. Another core concept of Husserl’s phenomenology is 
phenomenological reduction, which is the attempt to understand essential 
features of a phenomenon as free as possible from its cultural context 
(Dowling, 2007).  
 
Schutz elaborated and modified Husserl’s work. According to Hughes and 
Sharrock (1997, p. 1), Schutz argued that “the 'life world' of ordinary 
understandings is carried into the scientific world but in a manner which leaves 
it unexamined”. Social scientific accounts need to treat social actors as 
conscious beings; their activities have meaning for both themselves and 
others. Social actors do not question the meaningful structure of this world. 
They do not question its existence or philosophize or theorize it, rather they 
see the world which is ‘there’ and dealt with in a practical matter. The world 
is seen as displayed in the ‘natural attitude’; the attitude of the world of 
everyday lives. It is a world of everyday life as lived and experienced through 
‘common sense’. The ‘life world’ and the meaning of its structure is not 
questioned but rather taken for granted. People live in the world as practical 
beings rather than theoretical or philosophical creatures. Additionally, a 
person enters a situation as an ongoing activity in their ongoing life as 
someone having gone through the long chain of prior life experiences. Thus 
two persons cannot possibly experience the same situation the same way. 
(Schutz, 1970) 

 
According to Dowling (2007), Heidegger is also concerned with human 
experience as it is lived, but differs from Husserl and Schutz in his view of 
how lived experiences is explored. Heidegger proposed that consciousness is 
not separate from the world of human existence, and argues that lived 
experiences is an interpretive process. He used the phrase “Being-in-the-
world” which refers to the way human exists, acts or are involved in the 
world. He argues that “we humans (whom he calls Dasein) exist in an ongoing 
structural openness towards the world in which the self and the world are 
always already a unity, a being-in-the-world” (Willcocks and Mingers, 2004, 
p. 69). This differs from Husserl’s work; Heidegger’s insight was that “our 
intentional relationship with the world is not epistemic – as Husserl assumed 
– but rather practical and ontological” (ibid., 2004, p. 68). Following is the 
work of Merleau-Ponty who built on the writings of Husserl and Heidegger. 
Merleau-Ponty was concerned with rediscovering first experience, and to help 
people view their experiences in a new light rather than relying on the 
categories of reflective experiences. (Dowling, 2007)  
 
3.2.1 Postphenomenology 
However, this research will adapt a modified and hybrid phenomenology 
approach named postphenomenology, which is a terminology coined by Idhe 
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(2009). Some of the critiques of phenomenology is that “its descriptivism 
tends to make it blind to, or difficult to propose, normative issues - ethics, 
politics, social issues do not seem to be a phenomenological forte” (Ihde, 
2012, p. 118). In an attempt to meet the critiques, Ihde provided following 
equation: “pragmatism + phenomenology = postphenomenology” (Ihde, 
2012, p. 117). While postphenomenology definitely has its roots in 
phenomenology, it’s a more contemporary version of phenomenology and an 
adaptation or change that reflects historical changes in the twenty-first 
century. Ihde et al. (2015) state that it addresses questions such as how 
technologies shape our actions, choices and our experiences of the world. 
How do they inform our understandings of the basic features of our everyday 
experience? It also includes questions of how technologies can be objects that 
we use for our own purposes and at the same time having an influence on us. 
Verbeek states that “postphenomenology holds that humans and reality 
constitute each other in their mutual relationships” (2006, p. 122). He 
continues with stating that “humans are what they are on the basis of the ways 
in which they can manifest themselves in reality, and reality is what it is on 
the basis of the way in which it can be experienced by human beings” 
(Verbeek, 2006, p. 122). Ihde (2009) argues that postphenomenology is an 
approach to science and technological studies. Philosophies of technology are 
philosophical responses to the recent changes in technologies (ibid., 2009). In 
the light of these newer philosophies of technology; postphenomenology 
finds a way to probe and analyze the role of technologies in personal, social 
and cultural life. Since this goes in line with the purpose of this research, I 
believe that this is the appropriate approach to apply.  

 
3.2.2 Technoscience  
Ihde (2009) argues that there were radical changes with respect to sciences, 
philosophies and technology during the twentieth century. Thus, the 
interpretations of these phenomena also change. Since philosophy changes 
with its historical context, postphenomenology includes a contemporary 
approach to be able to include the ways in which technology plays a role in 
social, personal and cultural life. He mentions information technologies such 
as computers, the Internet, media technologies and mobile communications 
as contemporary technologies. These technologies are nowadays common in 
our life world. He continues by stating that “technoscience is the hybrid 
output of science and technology, now bound inextricably into a compound 
unity” (Ihde, 2009, p. 41). Thus, technoscience is a terminology that reflects 
the historical changes that respond to contemporary technology studies and 
science. It is a hybrid term that combines technology and science. It also 
includes a newer perspective of technology as co-evolving with society and 
as material cultures within a lifeworld. Zwier, Blok and Lemmens (2016) 
define postphenomenology as a way to empirically analyze how particular 
technologies mediate the relation between humans and their world.  
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Ihde et al. (2015) argue that postphenomenology is a particular mode of 
science-technology interpretation. It studies the relationship that is developed 
between users and technologies. Thus, applying postphenomenology and 
technoscience in this research is relevant since it involves how students use 
technologies to collaborate, and its role in their lives since it includes their 
experiences of it. This relationship between people and technology and its co-
evolution is in line with what this research is exploring, and that is the main 
reason why I was inspired by this variation of phenomenology. 

 
3.3 Research Approach  
According to Creswell (2014), the research approach is closely related to the 
research paradigm or the philosophical worldview that guides the research. 
This research is located within the interpretivist paradigm and the 
philosophical base is phenomenology. Qualitative approaches are often used 
when the focus is on a single phenomenon, the aim is to collect participants’ 
meanings, personal values is included in the study and when the context or 
setting of the participants is studied. It is also a way to understand people and 
the cultural and social context in which they live (Myers, 1997). It is an 
approach for understanding and exploring the meaning individuals or groups 
assign to a social or human problem (Creswell, 2014). Qualitative research 
approach collects the participants’ meanings and brings personal values into 
the study, while a quantitative research approach is more about testing 
theories or explanations and observing and measuring information 
numerically (Creswell, 2003; Creswell, 2014). Myers (1997) argues that since 
qualitative research methods are designed to help researchers understand 
social and cultural contexts in which people live and from their point of view 
regarding their social and institutional context, this is largely lost when 
quantifying this textual data.  
 
Based on these arguments, the qualitative approach is more suited for this 
research’s goal since I want to understand how students experience 
collaboration in distance education and how they use technology to 
collaborate. I want to understand and explore the meaning of this 
phenomenon through the views of the participants and collect their meanings 
and thoughts. This is why the qualitative approach is chosen. Additionally, 
Creswell (2014) states that phenomenological research tends to use a 
qualitative approach which strengthens this choice.  
 
3.4 Research Method  
The following section will describe the participants of the research and what 
criteria I followed when selecting them. Next is an explanation of the data 
collection process and finally how the data was analyzed.  
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3.4.1 Participants  
Kruger states that when looking for participants, it is important to look for 
those who have experiences with the phenomenon to be researched (1988 
cited in Groenewald, 2004). Creswell (2014) notes that participants should be 
purposefully selected, meaning that those who best will help the researcher 
understand the problem and research question should be chosen. Based on 
this, I identified participants that I knew had studied on distance. I also used 
snowball sampling in order to identify additional potential participants. 
Snowball sampling is a method where a research sample is yielded through 
referrals made among people who know potential participants who possess 
the characteristics important for the research in focus (Biernacki and Waldorf, 
1981). According to Noy (2008), snowball sampling is employed in various 
disciplines across the social sciences and is the most widely used method of 
sampling in qualitative research.  
 
Creswell (1998 cited in Groenewald, 2004) recommends up to 10 participants 
in a phenomenological research. Based on this, I reached out to a total of 11 
people where 10 of them responded and wanted to participate. Their 
experiences with distance studies ranged from participating in one course to 
a whole program of three years, which I believe contributed to a diverse 
sample. Three of the participants were men and seven of them women. I 
wanted to include students from different geographical locations which is 
why Sweden, England and Greece are all represented in this research.  
 
3.4.2 Data Collection 
The data was collected in two ways; interviews and observations. The 
interviews were used in order for the interviewee to describe their use of 
technology and their experiences with collaboration in their distance studies. 
Observations were used to observe how the participants used the different 
technologies and how they approached different technologies that they used.   
 
Interviewing as a method was used primarily because it is useful when 
wanting to understand the people’s everyday social, political, economic and 
cultural lives, together with the contents and contexts of it (Crang and Cook, 
2007). The interviews were semi-structured, meaning that the researcher and 
the participants set some broad parameters to a discussion (ibid.). According 
to Galletta (2013), semi-structured interviews are sufficiently structured in 
order to address specific dimensions of the research questions, while it at the 
same time also leaves space for the participant to bring new meanings to the 
topic of research. Hence this conducting of interviews seemed appropriate in 
this research since I could establish questions that might be important, while 
at the same time creating an opportunity for the participants to contribute with 
perspectives and inputs that my questions might not have covered. It would 
also allow us to explore areas of interest that might not be directly related to 
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the subject but still relevant to include. It could contribute to new ways of 
thinking and new ideas to emerge. 
 
In line with phenomenological grounds, I tried to develop the questions so 
that they invite the participants to describe their experiences and their way of 
looking at things in a profound way. I developed a number of questions 
beforehand (see Appendix A), and more questions were added throughout the 
interviews when the need of clarification, elaboration or further 
understanding emerged (Crang and Cook, 2007; Galletta, 2013). Further, 
Galletta (2013) argues that the key to effective interviewing is to pay attention 
to the participant’s narrative as it is unfolding, and engaging for clarification 
ensures accuracy in interpretation since the researchers understanding of the 
participant’s response may be inaccurate. It also gives space for further 
elaboration which contributes to a depth in terms of the focus of the 
participant.  
 
All of the interviews were made separately. Seven of them were conducted 
face-to-face while three of them were conducted through Skype. Swedish was 
used in six of the interviews while English was used in four of them. All of 
the participants accepted the recording of the interviews. The interviews that 
were conducted face-to-face were recorded through a voice recording 
application installed on my phone, while the Skype interviews were recorded 
with a program for Skype call recording. I made complementary notes 
throughout the interviews, but wanted them to be recorded in order to be able 
to listen to them again and transcribe them correctly. The complementary 
notes included feelings and thoughts that I got during the interviews, which 
couldn’t be captured by the recorder. The interviews were conducted from 
14th of January to 28th of February 2017. The shortest interview lasted 28 
minutes whereas the longest lasted 51 minutes.  

 
Crang and Cook (2007) note that careful consideration must be taken into 
account when deciding where the interviews should take place. People’s 
identities are immersed in the different places of their lives and the ability to 
arrange meetings in appropriate places can have an important bearing on the 
outcome of the research. This is why I let the participants choose where they 
would like the interview to take place. Two of the participants wanted the 
interview to take place somewhere else than in their home, which is why one 
of them were conducted in my home while the other were conducted at the 
university closest located to the participant’s home. The rest of the face-to-
face interviews were conducted in the participants’ homes. 
 
What people say and what they do don’t always necessarily correlate, and that 
is why observation has been used as a complementary method. Observation 
is useful when wanting to understand the participants in the contexts of their 
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everyday lived experiences. The observer can either be passive or 
participative, where the passive observer adopts a detached approach without 
any involvement. The passive researcher observes the activities as they unfold 
and records them in field notes, tallies, drawings or other forms of material 
evidence. (Crang and Cook, 2007) Observation is also a way to triangulate 
the data obtained from the interviews. According to Creswell (2014), one of 
the key elements of collecting data within the qualitative approach is to 
observe participants’ behaviors during their engagement in activities, which 
is the reason why this method is used as a complementary method. I have 
conducted six observations in total. I have observed students when they use 
the different technologies and how they collaborate with other distance 
students. The collected data from the observations will hopefully be able to 
provide a better and more rich perspective of the subject.  
 
There were only six observations due to the fact that three of the participants 
reside in another country which limited the possibility to observe them in their 
studies. One participant was no longer a student and thus didn’t have access 
to the platform and technologies used. Five of the observations were 
conducted in connection to the interviews and the last one were conducted a 
week later due to scheduling issues. I documented the observations by taking 
notes and making drawings of the platforms and the technologies. The notes 
included how they approached different technologies and how they behaved 
in relation to these usages.  

 
3.4.3 Data Analysis 
Turning the gathered data into a cogent analysis is the cornerstone of any 
dissertation (Crang and Cook, 2007). To look at the data in a careful and 
critical way is the start of the process of making sense of the data and produce 
some kind of order out of it. Creswell (2014) states that the general idea of 
analyzing qualitative data is to make sense of through segmenting and taking 
it apart, as well as putting it back together. It is an iterative process that 
continues throughout the research period.  
 
This research has a phenomenological approach; hence the analysis goes in 
line with the phenomenological steps of analysis. According to Lichtman 
(2012), the data analysis could be either narrative analysis or thematic 
analysis when following the phenomenological tradition. Thematic analysis 
will be applied in this research, and according to Giorgi (1997), the analysis 
consists of four steps: 
 

1. Reading through all of the transcribed data in order to understand 
it and get an overall picture of it. 

2. The transcripts are read repeatedly, and are simultaneously 
divided into meaning units or codes for each segment. 
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3. Next, the codes are organized into themes or categories. These can 
in turn be organized into subthemes or subcategories together with 
interrelationships. 

4. This will result in one or more main themes being identified. 
 
This process is similar to the general qualitative analysis process which 
Lichtman (2013) presents, even if that process consists of six steps instead of 
four. The process and results for analyzing the interviews in this research was 
as follows: the initial coding yielded 236 codes. This was narrowed down to 
131 codes after removing duplicates and redundant codes. These remaining 
codes were organized into 42 categories, which were condensed into five 
themes. The themes are: tools and resources, interaction issues, technical 
issues, personal qualities and knowledge management.  
 
For observations, Lichtman (2013) states that the notes should be coded and 
categorized into themes, similar to the analysis of the interviews. I transcribed 
my notes into a word processing program and coded it manually into 
meaningful chunks. I looked for themes and compared them with what I was 
told in the interviews. I also looked for potential deviations from what the 
participants had said in the interviews. 
 
3.5 Validity and Reliability 
According to Gibbs, qualitative validity means that the researcher employs 
certain procedures to check the accuracy of the findings while qualitative 
reliability means that the researcher’s approach is consistent across different 
researchers and different projects (2007 cited in Creswell, 2014). In order to 
ensure validity of the research, Creswell (2014) mentions several strategies 
that can be applied. Some of these strategies are triangulation, member 
checking, using rich, thick descriptions and peer debriefing.  
 
Some of these strategies have been applied in this research in order to ensure 
validity. The data have been triangulated by using two data sources of 
information; interviews and observations. These two sources have been 
carefully examined and has together built a coherent justification for themes. 
I have tried to provide a rich, thick description in an attempt to convey the 
findings and transport readers to the setting. I have also tried to clarify the 
bias that I as a researcher bring to this study in terms of having participated 
in distance studies myself. These experiences of mine can unconsciously 
affect my interpretations of the data. I wrote my preconceptions down before 
the interviews and observations since I wanted to put them into words and 
thus concretize them. During the interviews, I tried not to include any of them 
so that I wouldn’t affect the interviewees answers.  
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3.6 Ethical Considerations 
Flick (2009) states that research has become an issue of ethics, and questions 
of how to protect the interest of participants and their data are important to 
consider. Codes of ethics are formulated in order to regulate the relation 
between participants and the researcher of the intended research. They require 
that research is based on informed consent which means that the participants 
agree to participate on the basis of the information given to them by the 
researcher. Ritchie and Lewis (2003) argue that information given must 
consider the purpose of the study, what participation will require from the 
participants, how much time is required and how the data will be used and 
analyzed. Whether there will be any disclosure of who the participants are or 
if the data will be public should be made clear. Furthermore, the codes of 
ethics also require that the intended research must avoid harming the 
participants, not deceiving or invading their privacy and that all people should 
be treated equally.  
 
According to Ritchie and Lewis (2003), anonymity and confidentiality need 
special consideration. Anonymity means that the identity of participants will 
not be disclosed outside the research team, and confidentiality means that one 
must avoid the attribution of comments in presentations or reports that could 
identify the participants. Direct attribution means comments that are linked to 
a specific role or a name, and indirect attribution means by reference to a 
collection of characteristics that could identify the participant. Both of these 
must be avoided. Anonymity and confidentiality also includes the storage of 
the collected data. Recordings and transcripts should not be labelled in a way 
such that the participant could be identified. Data that is going to be archived 
need to consider special consent in order to do so.  
 
Based on previously mentioned ethical considerations, all participants were 
given a consent form to sign before the interview started. This form can be 
seen in Appendix B. The participants were provided with information about 
the research as well as how the data would be collected, used and analyzed. I 
ensured them that I would protect their identities and anonymize the data, and 
that the gathered data only would be used for the purpose of this research and 
not be shared with third parties. This included the fact that the recordings 
would not be labelled in a way where the identity could be disclosed. Finally, 
I informed the participants that the participation was voluntary and the 
participants had the possibility to cancel their participation whenever they 
wanted to. This research has not, I believe, done any harm to the participants 
and no sensitive topics or issues have been raised.  
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4 Findings  
The findings from my research will be presented in this chapter. It starts with 
a general overview of the participants’ experiences and continues with a 
description of the different themes produced from my analysis. 

 
4.1 General Overview 
The participants’ experiences with distance studies varied, but all of them said 
that their general experience was positive. They mentioned saving time and 
money on commuting and the flexibility as two of the greatest benefits of 
studying on distance. Being able to manage their own time and when to do 
their studies was beneficial, especially in combination with work and family 
responsibilities. Collaborating with fellow students and interacting with 
teachers were mentioned as two of the biggest challenges with distance 
studies. Additionally, the feeling of belonging and getting to know people 
was experienced as difficult. However, despite the lack of well-functioning 
interaction and the frustration that came with it, the participants wanted more 
courses to be available as distance studies. Being able to manage their own 
time trumped the experienced difficulties. They also believed that distance 
studies would evolve with time and thus become better, as a result of the 
growing interest in this way of studying. 
 
4.2 Themes  
Adopting the process of thematic analysis resulted in five themes or 
categories; tools and resources, interaction issues, technical issues, personal 
qualities and knowledge management.  

 
4.2.1 Tools and Resources 
The participants used a range of technical tools and resources to collaborate. 
The initial contact with group members was oftentimes through the platform 
provided by the university, whereas the continued communication took place 
elsewhere. The only communication tool or resource provided by the 
university was its own platform. The continued communication took place 
somewhere else chosen by the students themselves. Eight of the participants 
used Skype for continued communication, where both videoconferences and 
chat were used. All participants used mail from time to time, especially when 
communicating with their teachers. Facebook, Google Hangouts and Slack 
was used for chatting within the group, while Dropbox, Google Drive and 
Facebook groups were used to store documents. Facebook groups were also 
used for students to arrange events, share tips on books, sell books, get-
togethers and communicating about things that were not school-related. 
Facebook messenger was often used for one-to-one communications or 
smaller groups up to four people. This chat was mainly for other 
communication than school-related subjects. Google docs was used by eight 
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of the participants in order to produce a common document or for generating 
ideas and having brainstorming sessions. Two participants used Microsoft 
Word to complete assignments, written in a document which was sent 
between group members through e-mail. Two of the participants used a Wiki 
in order to share knowledge within their group. They also used Sketch Board; 
an online whiteboard in which the team can work in real time and thus get 
immediate feedback. One participant used Stack Overflow in order to learn 
and share knowledge. Different screen sharing tools were used by three 
participants in order to show members of their team how to conduct a specific 
task or to show a certain solution. This was used in conjunction with Skype 
or chat in order to both show and speak or write at the same time. YouTube 
was used by five of the participants who said that video with voice was an 
appreciated complementary tool to text-based explanations. What I observed 
during the observations was that there were many different tools and 
resources used when collaborating. One participant had eleven different 
communication tools to keep track of. Some of them didn’t indicate when 
they had news or when someone had posted a message, which forced the 
student to actively log in several times a day to make sure that s/he had all the 
information. This was especially challenging when the participant was 
involved in several groups at the same time, since all of the groups used 
different tools to communicate and collaborate. Consequently, a lot of time 
was spent on checking whether new messages or information had appeared in 
the different tools.  

 
The main way for the participants to obtain information was searching on 
their own. They oftentimes begun their search for answers online rather than 
looking into course books or instructions provided by their course 
coordinator. One participant said: 
 

“When I need an answer to something and my team members 
don’t know the answer, I always search online. I don’t use the 
course books that much. I think it’s difficult to find answers in 
them, especially if the books are long. I can’t search in a physical 
book; I don’t find the answer as fast as I want. Sometimes I don’t 
even know what I’m looking for so I need to be able to search for 
things that’s not as specific as what I can find in the books’ 
glossary.” 

 
Six of the participants said that they’d rather use e-books and online material 
than physical books. They said that they avoided physical teaching materials 
as far as possible. One participant expressed it with saying that physical books 
and materials were difficult to effectively navigate through and not as 
available as e-books and online material. E-books and online material was 
also perceived as easier to store in a folder on the computer and accessible. 
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Moreover, environmental aspects were mentioned for why online material 
should be used over physical material. One participant said that the 
compendiums provided by the course lecturer most likely would end up in a 
box in the basement or in the trash can. Thus s/he preferred the teaching 
material to be provided to students online.  
 
4.2.2 Interaction Issues  
Interaction issues were the biggest theme encountered in the analysis. All 
participants mentioned a range of interaction issues which all affected their 
experiences with distance studies and collaboration negatively. One 
participant said: 
 

“Lots of the interaction with both fellow students and teachers 
are text-based. This is difficult for me, especially since I haven’t 
met any of them in real life. I would have wanted to meet them at 
least once, or seem them in a videoconference in order to 
understand them better. The body language and facial 
expressions are completely lost… I find it difficult to understand 
them sometimes, if they are being ironic or joking. It’s difficult to 
determine when everything is in writing.” 

 
Almost every participant mentioned that their interaction with fellow students 
and teachers was solely text based. This was experienced as particularly 
difficult when the group consisted of more than three people since it was 
difficult to grasp everyone’s opinions and contributions to the group work. 
Six of the participants had never seen their group members or teachers. The 
lack of body language and facial expressions was frustrating and it sometimes 
limited the collaboration experience. One of the participants mentioned the 
fact that getting to know each other in real life probably would have made it 
easier to collaborate online later on due to the fact that they would have 
gathered some information about each other just by seeing each other and 
communicating orally. One participant formulated it this way: 
 

“We do form opinions of each other in real life, that’s just a part 
of being a human. Body language, facial expressions and so on, 
all of it matters. Based on that, you can go and ask people after 
class if they’d like to work with you. But online, that is lacking. 
The capacity to judge who can bring advantages in the group and 
who you work well with is lacking. And the consequences can be 
huge.” 

 
Four of the participants commented that they would have liked some activities 
in the beginning of the course with the purpose of getting to know other 
students. They argued that it would have helped them to create groups faster 
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and to get an understanding of who they would collaborate well with. It would 
also facilitate the written communication since they perceived it as being 
easier to discuss and work together when they knew the recipient. One 
participant said that even if s/he wasn’t looking for the social activities that 
traditional studies provide, one need some kind of relationship with fellow 
students in order to collaborate well with them. Developing a relationship 
with a fellow student was experienced as difficult by two participants, while 
four others didn’t experience it as particularly hard.  
 
Seven of the participants mentioned that the responses from teachers and 
sometimes group members took too long; ranging from one day up to one 
week. This created frustration and ultimately a lack of motivation. One 
participant said: 
 

“Availability is everything. Sometimes I receive my answers a 
week later, which in my opinion is not acceptable. You want your 
answers much faster than that. In today’s society, where 
everything needs to go in a rapid speed, you want your answers 
within the hour, maximum. Waiting even a day is too long. It’s so 
frustrating, especially when you need help.” 

 
Furthermore, they mentioned that it was frustrating not to be able to have a 
more interactive contact with the teacher. It felt limiting to e-mail back and 
forth, and also having to wait for answers. One participant mentioned that 
personal contact with a teacher is important, and hearing a voice rather than 
trying to interpret text was more efficient. Especially when wanting to discuss 
something; trying to express oneself only in text was experienced as limiting. 
Sometimes it took too much time just to understand and interpret what the 
meaning of the text was, which is often solved automatically when interacting 
face-to-face or over the phone. Moreover, if the group got stuck on a task, 
they experienced the tutoring as insufficient. Short answers written in text 
didn’t help them as much as a more interactive conversation probably would 
have. Another participant mentioned that a consequence of e-mailing back 
and forth was that a lot of information and knowledge is being stored in the 
mailbox. When the students are receiving a vast amount of e-mail, this 
information gets lost. Thus, a lot of time was spent on administration and 
searching for previously received e-mails where the information possibly 
could have been stored. This participant said that with time, s/he learned that 
it was beneficial to create an organized structure where all communication 
and information was stored, which was locally on the computer. 
 
Five of the participants who studied alongside with campus students 
perceived themselves as almost being forgotten or having a lower priority 
than campus students. Information sharing and communication with those not 
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physically present was experienced as lacking and distance learners felt that 
they weren’t as included as the rest of the class. Additionally, they 
experienced difficulties with asking questions to the teacher and fellow 
students throughout lectures or tutoring sessions. One participant said that 
their teacher turned the chat function off during lectures since s/he didn’t want 
to be interrupted. At the same time, the campus students who were in the 
classroom had the possibility to ask questions directly to the teacher during 
the lecture. Another participant said that in order to succeed with distance 
studies one needs to be good at expressing oneself in writing, which could 
exclude the ones who rather communicate orally. All participants mentioned 
that different forums were available in all courses, but that these were rarely 
used. Four participants said that these were used by students in the beginning 
of a course, but when the answers came days or even weeks later, the forums 
became less used.   
 
One participant said that the efficiency of the collaboration between fellow 
students is dependent on the university, especially in the beginning of a 
program. What tools they are providing for distance students to collaborate in 
is crucial in terms of what they produce as a group, what they learn and their 
results. However, the participant said that with time, the students learn how 
to collaborate and finds their own ways to do so. Additionally, s/he said that 
the university needs to change what it means to be a campus student and a 
distance student. It should be insignificant; distance students should have the 
same rights and opportunities as campus students and vice versa. 
 
4.2.3 Technical Issues 
Another theme that was extracted from the analysis was that of technical 
issues. Several technical issues were mentioned and commented on by eight 
participants. One issue that two participants mentioned was difficulties with 
the internet connection, both on their end and the receiving end. Another issue 
that was mentioned repeatedly was access; they couldn’t log into the platform 
and no one seemed to know who to contact when they experienced these 
issues. A third issue that was mentioned by seven participants was messy 
platforms. They experienced the platforms as difficult to navigate through, 
difficult to understand and that they weren’t designed in an understandable 
way. Different things were located in places that were difficult to find and the 
structure didn’t make sense. One participant expressed it this way: 
 

“The platform didn’t seem to have gotten any attention at all, 
ever. It looked so old! It really didn’t have any design at all, and 
I wondered from time to time if it was for real. Does anyone else 
use this, I wondered. The most problematic for me was that I 
couldn’t find anything. I couldn’t understand where they put all 
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information and instructions. It took forever to find even the 
simplest of things.” 

 
During the observations, I noted that a lot of time was spent trying to find 
things in the platform. This was weeks into the course, so students   had used 
the platform many times before and yet it sometimes took, it seems, almost 
ten minutes for students to find the relevant material from the platform in 
order to get started with a task. Another experience that was mentioned by 
two participants was the lack of information about who to contact when the 
students couldn’t access the platform provided by the university. They said 
that they would have wanted to know who was responsible for the technology 
and who could help them when they couldn’t access different modules. I 
observed a sense of insecurity during three of the observations regarding who 
to contact when the participant ran into problems with the technologies. The 
same e-mail was sent to several people within the administrative department. 
One participant sent the same e-mail to six different people. 

 
One participant said that there is a need for an ecosystem that works. If one 
technology doesn’t work, one needs to know what other technology to use in 
order to keep in contact with group members or teachers. The chosen 
technology need to work together and complementary. Another participant 
mentioned difficulties not only with their own technology, but also on the 
other end: 
 

“One group member wasn’t that familiar with using different 
technologies. It was a technology that required some sort of 
installation, and the installation was quite difficult. So it was not 
only the fact that the technologies needed to work on my end, I 
also needed to make sure that it worked for the team member in 
order for us to be able to work together.”  

 
4.2.4 Personal Qualities  
All participants mentioned self-discipline as a key quality in order to succeed 
with distance studies and collaboration. They experienced the communication 
and information provided by the universities as scant in comparison to when 
they had studied on campus. Much responsibility was put on students; 
keeping track of even the littlest of things such as where to find literature or 
who to talk to when running into problems. However, they also said that with 
studies on a high level comes obvious responsibilities so they did expect this. 
Four of them found it difficult to know who to work with and who to reach 
out to. One participant formulated it this way: 

 
“Guidance is very important. In real life, if students want 
guidance they can just go to the lecturers and ask for it. But 
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online, that is more difficult. Theoretically you can access all the 
information online, but you don’t get that same vibe that you have 
access. This is very limiting for distance students; our capacity is 
lacking. Perhaps students’ unions should be able to be accessed 
even for distance students so that they can go online and so that 
we can ask them. Preferably older students who can guide new 
ones. Even if you’re a PhD student, you’re still going to be a 
freshman once. So you always need some guidance. Some kind of 
mentoring.” 

 
Another participant said that a student who decided to engage in distance 
studies would probably have to be someone with previous experiences from 
post-secondary studies in order to succeed. Distance studies require a lot of 
administration and a self-organizing personality with a lot of ambition. Eight 
participants said they experienced distance studies as complicated and not as 
seamless as they’d imagined. They also experienced it as being difficult to 
get to know the team members and their qualities even if they had worked 
together several times. Four participants also said that in order to collaborate 
well on distance, one need to be good at communicating in text and to possess 
social skills in order to get to find group members to collaborate with.  
 
Six of the participants said that distance studies allowed them to ask questions 
to the teacher during lectures online. This contributed to them actually posting 
questions at all, since they most likely wouldn’t have done that in a physical 
classroom. Even better was when they could post questions anonymously. 
One participant expressed it this way: 
 

“People are different in characters. Some are shyer than other, 
for example. Some are having self-confidence issues. In a 
physical classroom, there’s pretty much always the same people 
who ask questions. Everyone doesn’t have the courage to ask a 
question in front of 100 other students. Distance studies opens up 
for more diversity, it feels more including.” 
 

So the ability to post written questions to teachers during lectures was 
perceived as positive. They liked the fact that they could participate and 
communicate with teachers in a synchronous environment. There wasn’t any 
function available for them to speak directly to the teacher during lectures, 
but they said that they probably would have used that possibility if they could. 
“Hiding” behind the screen and not having to ask in front of several other 
students contributed to a courage to ask more questions which essentially 
contributed to them feeling that they learned more. Moreover, five 
participants mentioned being structured and organized as two important 
qualities in order to succeed with distance studies. Neither of them 
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experienced this as difficult or troublesome. They had chosen distance studies 
since they knew that they didn’t need someone reminding them to complete 
tasks and submit them in time. They said that they weren’t looking for the 
social activities that come with studying on campus; they liked the fact that 
they could study on their own and plan their own time. One participant 
expressed it this way: 

 
“I’m a professional, I work a lot. I have no interest in the 
universities social activities, that has never been for me. I just 
want the knowledge.”  

 
This perspective was shared by several participants. One participant said that 
s/he had chosen distance studies in order to combine them with a time-
consuming interest. This also allowed the participant to live wherever s/he 
wanted, which was a crucial aspect when choosing distance studies over 
traditional studies. The participant said that s/he had rather wanted to study 
another subject than s/he did, but that it wasn’t available as a distance 
program. That led to the participant choosing another subject than the one 
initially planned. The fact that the program was provided on distance was thus 
more important than the actual subject. Another participant said that it 
enabled the combination of other studies simultaneously; one main study 
program which was in the form of traditional studies, and additional courses 
on distance. This in turn made it possible for the participant to add credits 
from the distance course and thus finish the main studies earlier.  

 
4.2.5 Knowledge Management 
The last theme encountered in the analysis was knowledge management. Six 
of the participants said that how well distance studies work depends on what 
subject one is studying. Two participants studied economics and both of them 
mentioned that distance studies were suitable for them since they didn’t have 
any sensitive subjects in their syllabus. They didn’t have any course where 
personal interaction was a part of it which contributed to them feeling that 
distance studies suited their subject. Everything that they needed to learn 
could be taught explicitly. One studied geology and said that there was no 
need for interaction since the studies only included explicit knowledge which 
could be found in literature or instructed by the lecturer or fellow students. 
However, three participants studied health care and all three of them said that 
learning and sharing tacit knowledge at a distance was a challenge. They said 
that the theory could be taught explicitly, but when it comes to how to care 
for patients and how to treat them, this needed to be taught and experienced 
in real life. They also said that communication is crucial within health care 
since they need to be able to extract as much information as possible from a 
patient. Dialoguing includes much more than just words; it’s facial 
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expressions, body language, approach and attitude, all of which was 
perceived as difficult to learn on distance. One participant said: 
 

“We study a lot about how to extract information from people. It 
is a matter of trust. How should you speak with patients, how do 
you extract their life story? Much information can be said with 
other things than words; facial expressions and body language in 
combination with words contribute to the overall picture. Bodily 
care is so important. I think that it disappears in distance studies. 
I cannot know how people feel on distance. We work with human 
beings, not with computers. The physical meeting is crucial.” 

 
However, the participant said that distance studies within this area could work 
if students studied the theoretical parts at a distance and had a longer period 
of internship at a hospital with a committed teacher.  
 
Two participants said that they partly applied to distance studies to get in 
contact with fellow students located in other parts of the world. They said that 
they liked the idea of creating relationships with people from different 
cultures and to learn more from their everyday lives. Due to the lack of tools 
used by the university to collaborate, their experiences of distance studies 
were not as interactive as they’d imagined. However, they also said that they 
found their own ways of communicating with fellow students; for example 
through Skype or other social media technologies.  
 
Another issue with limited interaction was that the “corridor-talk” was lost. 
Two participants said that they felt that much informal communication was 
excluded because they didn’t have a comfortable relationship with fellow 
students. One participant defined informal communication like this:  
 

“It is a way to interact loosely, about ordinary things. It could for 
example be about what technologies to use or knowledge that 
they’d gain from work, or basically whatever. Just ordinary talk 
which can contain much valuable information or knowledge.” 

 
4.3 Conclusions 
All participants appreciated distance studies due to the ability to manage their 
own time and to combine it with work, family responsibilities or personal 
interests. The tools and resources used ranged from the platform provided by 
the university to Skype, Google docs and other communicative tools. 
Interacting, communicating and collaborating were experienced as limiting 
due to technology and the participants experienced a lack of relevant tools to 
collaborate seamlessly. Slow feedback from instructors and the lack of oral 
communication was mentioned by all participants. The primary way to 
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communicate was text based which was perceived as limiting. Technical 
issues were ranging from bad internet connection to messy design of 
platforms, access to platforms and who to ask when running into technical 
problems.  
 
All participants mentioned the need to possess self-discipline in order to 
succeed with distance studies. Four of them mentioned the importance of 
being communicative and social in order to collaborate well. In terms of 
knowledge management, explicit knowledge was perceived as well-suited for 
distance studies whereas tacit knowledge was perceived as much more 
difficult to both share and learn.  
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5 Discussion 
The following chapter will present a discussion of the core findings in relation 
to the research questions. It will also include other themes that resulted from 
the research. Previous research and literature will be included and discussed 
in relation to findings of this research.  

 
The data gathered for this study have been analyzed and categorized into five 
themes mentioned in the previous chapter. The essence of these themes will 
be discussed in relation to previous literature in an attempt to shed light on 
various perspectives.  

 
5.1 Tools and Resources  
A range of tools to communicate within distance studies have been mentioned 
by several researchers (Beldarrain, 2006; Reese, 2015; Schrameyer et al., 
2016). Blogs, wikis, YouTube, social networking sites and Skype are a few 
mentioned tools used to communicate and share knowledge, both between 
students and between students and teachers. This was confirmed in the present 
study where all of the participants mentioned at least three different 
communication technologies used to communicate during their studies. 
Interesting to note is that only one of the technologies used was provided by 
the university whereas the rest were chosen by the students. This might 
explain why some students experienced their interactions better than others; 
depending on how familiar the student is with available technologies and how 
to use them. The ones with a lot of experience from using different 
communication tools felt more confident with distance studies than those who 
had close to no experience. In addition, those with more experience seemed 
to actively look for better and more useful tools that could be used more 
efficiently. The effect would be that the student’s success depends on who 
s/he collaborates with. If an inexperienced student has the fortune to be paired 
with an experienced student, the results might be better than if two 
inexperienced students join the same group.  
 
Another interesting finding which is not stressed that often in the literature is 
that students sometimes rely on each other rather than the instructor or tutor. 
One participant said that the first thing s/he did when having a question was 
to ask the team members. If they didn’t have an answer, s/he searched online. 
This could be explained by the finding that students have more synchronous 
interactions with each other, whereas the interaction with teachers oftentimes 
is asynchronous. They also interacted much more with their fellow students 
than their instructor; thus they might feel more comfortable asking their 
fellow students or searching online for answers than turning to an instructor.   
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The technologies and tools for communicating between students were much 
more varied than the tools used for communicating between students and 
teachers. This might be explained by the fact that continuous conversations 
between fellow students creates relationships between them. The need to 
collaborate closely might demand them to use other tools than only text-
based. The less often communication with teachers might result in less 
exploration of suitable tools for interaction. 

 
5.2 Interaction Issues 
Interaction among students and between students and teachers is stressed as 
the most crucial ingredient for a successful learning experience (Beldarrain, 
2006; Bernard et al., 2009; Abrami et al., 2011; Anderson and Simpson, 
2012). Previous studies have found that a mixture between asynchronous and 
synchronous communication is important (Reese, 2015). The lack of 
synchronous interaction was evident in this research; all participants said that 
text-based communication through email was most frequently used when 
communicating, especially with teachers. Additionally, all participants 
mentioned the frustration of having to wait days or even weeks to receive 
answers and feedback, once again especially from their teachers.  
 
Nine participants believed that distance education will increase in number 
with time and that it is especially beneficial for people who’d like to study 
but have responsibilities in life that makes them unable to attend and 
participate physically in a classroom. However, all participants said that 
distance education needs to become better in terms of interaction. This agrees 
with findings from Reese (2015) who states that distance education has the 
potential to create valuable learning experiences if it is rich in 
communication, community and collaboration. Students should be active 
participants who contribute to making meaning and constructing knowledge. 
Courses that don’t have these components have no true educational value 
(ibid.). It is clear that the same conclusions can be drawn from present 
research. The biggest issue with their studies was the lack of interaction and 
how difficult it seemed to get in contact with both fellow students and 
teachers. The response time has to be shorter in order to students to feel that 
their studies are seamless and effortless. Important to note here is that the 
amount of interaction between students and teachers might depend on what 
learning philosophy that underlies the course or program. In xMOOCs, 
transmission of information and knowledge comes from an expert and is 
provided to students, whereas cMOOCs puts emphasis on sharing and 
creation of knowledge between participants (Bates, 2016). If the student 
enrolls in a xMOOC, s/he will be one of a large amount of other students. For 
self-explanatory reasons, the interaction with tutors and instructors will 
probably not be on a one-to-one basis but rather one-to-many. Thus, 
information should be given to students regarding what learning philosophy 
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that the course or program have so that s/he will have the possibility to decide 
whether to take part or not. 

 
Five participants said that they didn’t feel like they were as included as much 
as the rest of the students since they had difficulties with receiving 
information and feedback in time. The lack of interaction and communication 
between both fellow students and between students and teachers didn’t make 
them feel as they belonged to the university. This connects to the concept of 
social presence, which according to Beldarrain (2006) and Zawacki-Richter 
and Anderson (2014), is crucial in distance studies. It is interesting to note 
that already 15 years ago, Picciano (2002) argued that interaction and social 
presence are important concepts for the performance in an online course. The 
same conclusions can be drawn from my research, indicating that even though 
technology has rapidly changed our society, there are still much left to be 
desired with distance studies.  
 
Two participants said that it was difficult to develop any kind of relationship 
with fellow students while four others commented that they didn’t experience 
this as difficult. This might be explained by the fact that some are more 
comfortable in expressing themselves in text while others need facial 
expressions and body language in order to be understood and to understand 
others. Some might feel limited when only being able to communicate in text 
and perceive it as difficult to express themselves this way. It is also interesting 
to note that four of the ones who stated that being able to post written 
questions to teachers during lectures would have contributed to them posting 
more questions, also said that they didn’t experience relationships with fellow 
students as difficult. One can assume that their confidence in expressing 
themselves in writing contributed to them perceiving the development of 
relationships to fellow students as easier than the ones who wasn’t as 
comfortable with written communication.  

 
5.3 Technical Issues 
Seven participants mentioned messy platforms as a technical issue with 
distance studies. They put a lot of time and effort into finding information and 
material, which worsened the impression of distance studies as requiring an 
overhead. This can be explained by Butcher (2007) who argues that distance 
education programmes need to invest in flexible learning support systems and 
carefully designed administrative systems in order to compensate for the 
distance between educators and students. If the platforms and tools provided 
by the university would’ve been better, perhaps the experience of distance 
studies and collaboration would also have been better.  
 
Two of the participants didn’t mention any technical issues. These two had a 
background within computer science which might explain why technical 
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problems wasn’t an issue for them. Even if technological issues were 
frustrating to the rest of the participants, they didn’t consider it such a major 
problem that they might quit their studies in favor for traditional studies. 
However, it should be noted that this research only includes participants who 
have finished their studies; thus it might be possible that there are others who 
quit because of technical difficulties.  

  
5.4 Personal Qualities 
Reese (2015) states that critics of online education argue that online 
environments expect too much from students in terms of self-discipline. They 
need to take more initiatives and take their own responsibility to learn the 
material provided by the teacher (Bejerano, 2008). Participants in my research 
mentioned self-discipline as an important quality to succeed with their studies 
but that they didn’t consider it a problem. They said that in order to succeed 
with studies at the university, one needs self-discipline independent of 
whether one studies at a distance or on campus. Thus, this was not considered 
a problem but rather a requirement for any student who decide to study in 
higher education. However, four participants noted that it was difficult to 
know who to reach out to and who to work with, especially in the beginning 
of a course or a program. Thus, guidance was stated to be a critical part of 
distance education. Having someone with previous experience from post-
secondary studies was given as an example that would have improved their 
experiences with distance studies. Relationships’ importance within distance 
education is mentioned by Tresman (2002). She suggests that students should 
be matched with a tutor who can take responsibility for students’ progress. I 
believe that establishing a relationship between students and tutors would be 
beneficial for students’ experience of distance education, especially in the 
beginning of a course or a program. Having someone to ask questions and 
receive guidance from could enhance their experiences and help them to 
familiarize with distance studies. Additionally, as suggested by Tresman 
(2002), establishing peer support networks where students easily can get in 
contact with each other is an important aspect in the initial phase of studies.  
 
Bejerano (2008) mentioned that online education cannot replicate the learning 
and interactions that takes place in traditional face-to-face classrooms. This 
is strengthened by Reese (2015) who suggests both synchronous and 
asynchronous platforms in order to replicate traditional classrooms. 
Traditional institutions provide a community and social activities which 
online education cannot possibly do (Bejerano, 2008). However, findings 
from my research shows that students who enroll in distance studies don’t 
look for the typical characteristics of traditional education such as community 
and social activities. They appreciate the ability to manage their time and 
study when it suits them since they oftentimes combine their studies with 
work, family responsibilities or personal interests. Additionally, the ability to 
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interact anonymously online was seen as another benefit when choosing 
distance studies. This indicates that differences from traditional studies made 
these students choose distance studies over traditional studies; thus 
replicating traditional studies might not be the right way to go. It seems that 
the value of distance studies relies in what actually differs them from 
traditional studies.  
 
Several studies note that those enrolling in online studies differ from students 
who choose traditional studies (Coates and Humphreys, 2003; Bejerano, 
2008; McCarty, Bennett and Carter, 2013). This agrees with findings from 
my research; work, family responsibilities or other reasons made them choose 
distance studies over traditional studies since they wanted to be able to 
manage their own time. Additionally, all participants had experiences from 
previous studies at a post-secondary level. They expressed that it was 
beneficial for them to have previous experience since distance studies 
required administration and organizing skills. Previous knowledge of how it 
usually works helped them to complete their studies. This indicates the fact 
that distance studies aren’t designed as straightforwardly as they might be, 
which is a crucial factor for success according to Beldarrain (2006), Butcher 
(2007) and Finkel (2015). 
 
5.5 Knowledge Management  
As Saxena (2007) noted; knowledge management in distance education 
provides an opportunity for collaboration and forming relationships across 
traditional boundaries. Findings from my research indicate that students want 
to form relationships with fellow students in order to collaborate well together 
but that some found it difficult to do so. Additionally, tacit knowledge was 
considered as particularly difficult to acquire and share when studying on 
distance. Butcher (2007) states that whether knowledge management is going 
to be successful in distance education, the participants must be engaged and 
the institutional environment must facilitate collaboration, build trust and 
shared understanding. This could explain the experienced difficulties with 
both collaboration and knowledge sharing; many of the participants said that 
the university didn’t provide enough tools to collaborate well. They didn’t 
facilitate communication to the extent that the students would have wanted, 
and some of them didn’t have the knowledge of how to communicate well 
with others on distance.  
 
Interesting to note here is that while the participants said that the only 
communication tool or resource provided by the university was its own 
platform, they still used a range of resources to communicate and collaborate 
with each other. Previous literature tends to focus on resources provided by 
the university and within the virtual learning environment (Hirschbuhl, 
Zachariah and Bishop, 2002; Butcher, 2007; Saxena, 2007), but findings from 
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this research indicates that students oftentimes go outside of this environment 
in order to find other tools to communicate and collaborate. Skype, Facebook 
groups, Slack, Google Drive and screen sharing tools are just a few mentioned 
tools used. Thus there is an ongoing interaction between students outside of 
the virtual environment where much information and knowledge is being 
shared, taught and created. 
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6 Conclusion  
This final chapter includes the general conclusions and the contribution of 
the research. Reflections and suggestions for future research will conclude 
the chapter.  

 
6.1 Conclusion 
The purpose of this research was to qualitatively explore how students who 
study on distance in higher education experience collaboration and how they 
use technology to do so. This was done through interviews and observations 
and the data was analyzed in accordance with phenomenological analysis.  
 
A range of technologies for communication and collaboration was identified. 
Typically, the students’ initial contact with each other was through the 
platform that their university provided, whereas subsequent communication 
tended to take place elsewhere. The university was said to provide only one 
communication and collaboration tool; its own platform. Since this didn’t 
always suit the students’ purposes and thus didn’t suffice, they found other 
technologies to communicate and collaborate. Collaborating often means 
communicating, storing and sharing document, brainstorming, helping each 
other et cetera, which resulted in several technologies for these separate 
purposes. Students had several technologies to keep track of, and none of 
them were integrated with each other. This resulted in the fact that they spent 
much time on actively checking for new information and messages within 
these separate technologies.  
 
The communication and collaboration between fellow students were much 
more frequent and synchronous than with their teacher, instructor or tutor. As 
a result, they relied much more on each other and asked each other for 
administrative information, task descriptions and deadlines.  They contacted 
their instructor or tutor as a last alternative.  
 
As far as experiences with collaboration in higher education on distance goes, 
they were overall positive. To be able to manage their own time and combine 
studies with work and other responsibilities was perceived as the best part of 
distance studies. Establishing relationships with both fellow students but 
especially with instructors was experienced as difficult. The slow feedback 
and late replies from teachers and tutors was frustrating and the feeling of not 
being able to access all information necessary was recurrent. However, much 
research focuses on how distance education should replicate traditional 
education. Findings from this research notes that what actually differs 
distance education from traditional education was the reason for choosing 
distance education in the first place. The value relies in the differences 
between them. 
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6.2 Contribution  
My hopes for this research is that it has shed more light on how students who 
study on distance in higher education use technology to collaborate and how 
experience collaboration. The findings could be of use to future distance 
studies’ environments, teachers and students who participate in them. It could 
help identify what problems students encounter and how distance studies can 
develop to become better and a more satisfying experience for students.  
 
The design of future distance environments can benefit from the findings in 
terms of how students experience them today and thus what can be developed 
and improved. Teachers and the university administrators can benefit from 
the findings since they can manage their courses differently and more 
interactively.  
 
The main contribution of this research is that in contrary to previous literature, 
students who choose distance studies over traditional studies aren’t looking 
for a replication of traditional studies. This research shows that distance 
students often combine other responsibilities in combination with their 
studies. They aren’t looking for the social activities and interactions in real 
life which traditional studies provides. Additionally, students who succeed to 
establish relationships with fellow distance students rely much more on each 
other than their instructor. They tend to use and share tools and resources 
independently of references by instructors or tutors. I believe that these are 
the main strengths of this research. Another strength is that it includes 
students from three different countries which contributes to a diverse setup of 
participants.  

 
The weakness of this research is that it only includes students who study at a 
higher degree  level and who have previous experience with traditional 
studies at that same level. Another weakness is that it doesn’t include 
teachers, which would have contributed to a more complete and solid 
understanding of distance studies. A third weakness is that I’m a distance 
student myself. I have tried to distance myself from my perceptions and 
experiences of it when collecting the data, analyzing and interpreting it, but 
as everyone is shaped by their background, it might have unconsciously 
affected me during this process.  

 
6.3 Future Research 
A weakness mentioned in this research is the fact that it only includes students 
with previous experience from traditional studies at a high level. Thus it might 
be easier for them to complete their distance studies than if they didn’t have 
this previous experience. It would therefore be interesting to include students 
from a more varied educational background. The results could be compared 
to see whether their experience with distance studies differ. It would also be 
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interesting to include teachers in order to create a more complete 
understanding of distance studies. Teachers could contribute to another 
dimension of distance studies. They possess different perspectives than 
students, they arrange, teach and grade students. It would be interesting to 
explore what needs they have and how they experience teaching in the context 
of distance studies. 
 
Another area for further research would be to include those who quit their 
distance studies in favor of traditional studies. It would be interesting to 
explore what made them choose it in the first place and why they chose to 
quit and go back to traditional studies. The results could be used in the attempt 
to prevent students to drop out. 
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Appendix A - Interview Questions  
1. How long have you studied on distance? 
2. Why did you decide to study on distance? 
3. What technologies do you use in order to collaborate? 
4. How do you use these technologies? 
5. What has been your experience with distance studies? 
6. What has been your experience with collaboration within your distance 

studies?  
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Appendix B – Informed Consent Form  
Researcher: Sarah Gullström, sg222qb@student.lnu.se 
 
This informed consent form is for the Master Thesis Project named 
Collaborative learning on distance, which is a qualitative research. The 
purpose of the research is to explore how students who study on distance in 
higher education use technology to collaborate with each other and how they 
experience collaborate learning.  
 
The findings of this research can be used in order to understand needs which 
can lead to new insights that are of value when developing future 
collaborative environments.  
 
You will be interviewed during approximately 30 minutes, and the questions 
will be about your experiences with collaboration in distance education and 
about how you use technology in order to collaborate. The interview will be 
recorded so that I can transcribe and analyze it later. I will also do an 
observation during approximately 15 minutes when you are studying in order 
to see how you use the technology to collaborate.  
 
The participation is voluntarily and you have the right to withdraw at any time 
if you no longer feel to participate. The gathered data from the interviews and 
observations will only be used for this research and will not be shared with 
third parties. The recorded interviews, transcripts and notes will only be 
available to me, my supervisor and my examiner.  
 
 
 
Date 
 
 
Signature  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


