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Abstract. Virtual learning is increasingly common due to factors, such as 
technological advances and globalization. Research presented in this paper is based 
on a virtual ICT for Development -course that was offered three times by a Finnish 
university. The course participants were from Finland, Germany, South Africa and 
Kenya. During the three course implementations, three different learning modes – 
traditional teacher-focused learning, team-work focused learning and a blend of the 
two – were utilized. Our research goal was to better understand practices that 
enhance the learning process in a virtual environment. We collected data by three 
online questionnaires that were sent to the course participants by email after 
completing the course. In total, we received 61 responses. We discovered that the 
students’ perceptions of the richness in qualities of learning were different in each 
course. This paper discusses this difference in line with the different learning modes 
used. These results encourage us to further research the link between learning modes 
and qualities of learning to 1) validate the findings with a larger sample, 2) compare 
them to previous studies in the field, and 3) to potentially propose generalizability of 
the findings. 

Keywords: virtual learning, virtual course, teacher-focused learning, team-work 
focused learning, qualities of learning 

1. Introduction 

Efforts to improve the learning process are ever required. This is due to the increasing 
possibilities of offering learning, for example, learning using social media and 
learning management systems. Especially, the technological advances of online and 
distance learning open up new avenues to the learning process and its research [1]. 
Thus virtual learning is well appreciated in theory and practice [2]. In addition, the 
learning process should always be improved in line with advances in learning 
technologies. But negative effects should also be unearthed and efforts to reduce their 
effects should be done. This is important in trying to maximize the gains from virtual 
learning and reduce the negative effects.  

The background of this paper is in a virtual course that was offered at the 
University of Tampere in 2015-2016. The course was offered three times in total, 
during two academic years. We always tried to improve the learning process from the 
first experience which was traditional teacher-focused learning to the third experience 
which was team-work focused and the second experience which was the blend of the 
two, that is, the first and third course experience, and referred to as blended in this 
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paper. This study is based on these experiences in an attempt to understand practices 
that enhance the learning process in a virtual environment. By enhancing the learning 
process we argue that qualities of learning should always be sought. Therefore, this 
study assesses the learning qualities in the three classes, namely, teacher-focused class 
no. 1, blended class no. 2 and team-work focused class no. 3. The qualities of learning 
are elaborated in the next section. Thus, the research question is: How can the 
learning process be enhanced to promote the qualities of learning in a virtual 
environment? 

The next section elaborates the qualities of learning, which are used as a measure 
in enhancing the learning process. After that, the virtual course conducted in three 
classes (class no. 1, 2 and 3 noted above) is described. Then, the data collection 
methods are described and results are highlighted, followed by discussion and 
conclusion. 

2. Qualities of Learning 

Vuopala, Hyvönen and Järvelä suggested seven qualities of learning derived and 
extended from [4]. They argued that the qualities are interrelated, interdependent 
interactive. These qualities of learning are as listed below: 

1. “Active - Learners' role in learning process is active; they are engaged in 
mindful processing of information and they are responsible for the result. 

2. Constructive - Learners construct new knowledge on the basis of their 
previous knowledge. 

3. Collaborative - Learners work together in building new knowledge in co-
operation with each other and exploiting each other's skills. 

4. Intentional - Learners try actively and willingly to achieve a cognitive 
objective. 

5. Contextual - Learning tasks are situated in a meaningful real world tasks or 
they are introduced through case-based or problem-based real life examples. 

6. Transfer - Learners are able to transfer learning from the situations and 
contexts, where learning has taken place and use their knowledge in other 
situations. 

7. Reflective - Learners articulate what they have learned and reflect on the 
processes and decisions entailed by the process.” 

Additionally, we include the conversational quality of learning in our palette as an 
individual element, even though [3] viewed it as a part of the collaborative learning 
quality. The conversational quality is defined as “Learning is a social and dialogical 
process in which learners are able to utilize the knowledge of other members of the 
learning community during the knowledge building process”[3]. 

We used these qualities of learning as a measure to evaluate and improve the 
learning process. Thus, in this paper, they are understood as aspects that can enrich 
the learning process and experience of students. 



340 
 

3. The Virtual Learning Course 

The University of Tampere offered a virtual course, entitled Development 2.0, that is, 
Information and Communications Technologies for Development 2.0. The course was 
done with three groups of students, referred to as class 1 (Autumn semester 2015), 
class 2 (Spring semester 2016) and class 3 (Autumn semester 2016) [5].  

In class 1, the 32 participants were from Finland, Germany, and South Africa. In 
the end, 31 of them completed the course. In class 2, there were 32 participants from 
Finland, Germany, and South Africa. 27 completed the course. Finally, class 3 had 57 
participants who were from Finland, Kenya and South Africa. Of them, 17 completed 
the course. The Figure 1 shows the numbers of participants per class and teaching 
style.  
 

 

Fig. 1. Course participants  

Three different but related teaching modes were used in the three classes namely 
teacher focused, blended and teamwork focused as shown in figure 1. In class one, 
teacher focused mode was such that the teacher uploads the learning material and the 
learners study and respond to the different tasks e.g. learning diaries and essays 
assessed by the teacher. Thus, the learning was mainly controlled and assessed by the 
teacher in class one. In class three, teamwork focused mode was such that the class 
tasks were mainly group work and the learners assessed each other’s work [6]. For 
example, wiki construction tasks in which each group had a wiki page to develop and 
evaluate another group’s page. Class two, referred to as blended, was the blend of 
class one and class three, that is, about half teamwork and also teacher focused tasks.    
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4. Data Collection Methods 

The data was collected in three online questionnaires that were sent to the course 
participants by email after completing the course. The questionnaires focused on the 
overall virtual learning experience of the students, while general comments regarding 
the course contents were also collected.  

In this paper, we particularly focus on a multiple choice question which evaluated 
whether the virtual learning environment was experienced to provide a platform for 
the different qualities of learning that were described earlier in the paper.  

The number of responses to the question under investigation per questionnaire are 
listed in Table 1. In conjunction with the questionnaire findings, the grades of the 
courses are analyzed in the next section, results. 

Table 1. The number of included and excluded responses 

Questionnaire for Number of included responses (n) Number of excluded 
responses due to conflicting 
answers 

Class 1 32 1 
Class 2 16 1 
Class 3 13 0 

5. Results  

The three classes had different average, minimum and maximum grades as shown in 
Figure 2. There grades for the three classes are very close, no big difference noted. 
The teacher focused class 1 had the highest average grade (score 4,37) followed by 
team-work focused class 3 (4,00), and finally the blended, class 2, with the least 
average grade (3,35).  
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Fig. 2. Grades in the virtual course 

When comparing the virtual learning experience between the classes from the 
perspective of whether the virtual learning environment provided a platform for the 
different qualities of learning, the results show that the respondents from the three 
classes perceived the qualities of learning somewhat differently. Figure 3 portrays 
these findings: Transfer and collaborative learning were the most perceived qualities 
of learning in the class 2, while for class 1 and 3 constructive learning was perceived 
the most.  

It is interesting to note that almost all of the qualities of learning, that is, active, 
constructive, collaborative, conversational, and transfer learning, were perceived by 
50% or more of the respondents for the classes 2 and 3. Only contextualized and 
reflective learning in class 2, and intentional and contextualized learning in class 3 
received a score lower than 50%.  

However, on the contrary, almost all the qualities of learning were perceived by 
fewer than 50% of respondents in class 1: Only constructive and contextualized 
learning received a score higher than 50%. This could be an indication that team work 
focused learning is perceived as offering a richer set of qualities of learning than 
teacher focused.    
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Fig. 3. Perceived qualities of learning in the three classes (class no. 1,2 and 3) 

As we then investigated the relationship between the number of perceived qualities 
of learning and the average scores in the three classes, we found no straightforward 
positive relationship between a high average grade and a high number of perceived 
qualities. Please see Table 2 and Figure 4. 

Table 2. The number of perceived qualities of learning and average grades 

Class Number of perceived qualities of 
learning by 50% or more of the 
respondents 

Average grade 

Class 1 2 4,37 
Class 2 6 3,35 
Class 3 6 4,00 
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Fig. 4. The number of perceived qualities of learning and average grades 

This observation is interesting. However, drawing conclusions from it would require 
further research on other, potentially influencing factors around the course 
implementations and perceived qualities of learning. These factors could include 
issues such as the timing of the course within the academic year, the previous online 
learning experience or the number of years of academic studies of the students. 

6. Discussion 

The increase in learning technologies due to the advances in technology also means 
an ever increasing room for improvement in terms of the learning process. This study 
looks at three learning processes, namely, teacher focused, team-work focused and a 
blend of the two referred to as blended. The results show varying learners’ 
accomplishments from these three learning processes. For instance, the teacher 
focused had the highest students’ completion ratio, that is, 31 out of the 32 students 
completed the course, and also the highest average grade. The team focused course 
seemed more demanding for the students with 17 out of 57 students completing the 
course. However, the team-work focused class had the highest number of different 
perceived qualities of learning [2]. It should be noted also that the courses were 
organized in different times of a year, this could have influenced the number of 
students, well as, the number of students who completed the course. For example, the 
course offered close to holiday season like Christmas tended to have few students. 
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This could also influence the results as a whole, such as, perception towards the 
learning qualities and the class performance. 

Mavengere and Ruohonen noted that the community of inquiry (COI) theoretical 
framework, Figure 5, emphasizes presence and interaction of cognitive, social and 
teaching elements. She further investigated the COI in a virtual learning environment 
and concluded that elements of cognitive, social and teaching presence were evident 
in online discussions. Thus, this is supporting our efforts of trying to improve 
interactions in virtual learning by introducing teams and group tasks. However, there 
are challenges in virtual learning, for instance, in a diverse class environment as in 
this research case, whereby students are from Finland, Kenya, Germany and South 
Africa. Our observation is that the noted advantages of team work in a virtual learning 
environment are more than the disadvantages.  

 
              Community of Inquiry 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

          
             Communication Medium 

Fig. 5: Community of Inquiry Model [8] 

Garrison, and Anderson noted that the term ‘community of inquiry’, Figure 5, was 
first used by [10] to refer to a learning environment where “students listen to one 
another with respect, build on one another’s ideas, challenge one another to supply 
reasons for otherwise unsupported opinions, assist each other in drawing inferences 
from what has been said, and seek to identify one another’s assumptions” [10]. The 
teacher facilitates such a learning environment. This supports the notion made in this 
research that a richer set of qualities of learning exists, when moving towards 
teamwork orientation 

These results encourage us to further research the link between virtual learning 
modes and qualities of learning to validate the findings with a larger sample and 
interviews, compare results with other related studies in the field and gain further 
insights in improvements in the learning process. 

7. Conclusion 

Learning is integral in today’s continuously changing environment. In addition, the 
global nature of the environment makes virtual learning attractive because of 
convenience, time and cost factors. This study highlights different learning processes 
in an attempt to promote virtual learning and maximize the benefits from the 
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experience. Three learning processes, namely teacher focused, teamwork focused and 
a blend of the two in a virtual learning environment showed different results in terms 
of academic performance and learners’ perception to the qualities of learning. 
Learning process should always be improved in line with the advances in learning 
technologies. But negative effects should also be unearthed and efforts to reduce their 
effects should be done.     
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