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Going The Distance: Equipping Rural Newfoundlanders and Labradorians with the 

Abilities & Skills to Succeed in Online Learning is a research project led by Newfoundland 

and Labrador Laubach Literacy Council (NLLLC) and funded by the NL Workforce Innovation 

Centre (NLWIC).  

Established in 2017 by the Government of Newfoundland and Labrador and administered by 

College of the North Atlantic, NLWIC has a provincial mandate to provide a coordinated, central 

point of access to engage all labour market stakeholders about challenges, opportunities and 

best practices in workforce development. The Centre’s goal is to promote and support the 

research, testing and sharing of ideas and models of innovation in workforce development that 

will positively impact employability, employment and entrepreneurship within the province’s 

labour force and particularly underrepresented groups. Funding for NLWIC is provided by the 

Department of Immigration, Population Growth and Skills (IPGS) under the Canada-

Newfoundland and Labrador Labour Market Development Agreement.  

NLLLC has provided this final report from the NLWIC-funded Going the Distance research 

project to NLWIC as a project deliverable outlined in the Agreement signed on February 26, 

2019 between College of the North Atlantic and NLLLC. Under that Agreement, the Final Report 

and all other research project deliverables are the Intellectual Property of IPGS.  

In keeping with NLWIC’s mandate for innovation dissemination, any use of the Final Report and 

any deliverables from this research project is required to adhere to the intent, language and use 

of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-

ShareAlike license [creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0]. These uses may 

include: (1) adoption as new policy, program, service delivery model, and/or practice, (2) 

replication where possible; and/or (3) scale-up to improve the quantity and/or the quality of the 

workforce available to any or all labour market stakeholders. 

This means any party can use, re-distribute, remix, adapt and build upon this final report as long 

as: (1) appropriate attribution is provided to IPGS; i.e. Copyright ©IPGS 2022, and (2) Logos are 

used for NLLLC, NLWIC, the Province of Newfoundland and Labrador and the Government of 

Canada. Any new creations that utilize this final report must be licensed under identical terms. 

These materials may not be used for commercial purposes. Some of our deliverables and 

materials may have been adapted from third-party copyright holders who are not affiliated with 

NLWIC or IPGS. Where any third-party copyright information has been identified within this final 

report from the NLWIC-funded Going the Distance research project, you will need to obtain 

permission from those concerned. When utilizing and/or sharing these materials, we ask that 

you notify us via email at nlwic@nlwic.ca so we can track the reach and use of our materials.  
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Introduction 

Newfoundland and Labrador has the highest number of working-aged people without a high 

school diploma at 15.7 % compared to 11.5% nationally (Government of Newfoundland and 

Labrador, 2016).  By 2025, 57.7% of job openings in the province will be in occupations that require 

post-secondary education (Government of Newfoundland and Labrador, 2015). To meet this demand, 

it is imperative that people are educated. Forty-eight percent of the population live in a rural area, and 

as such may have more difficulty accessing education than their urban counterparts (Reid et al., 

2021).    With the increase in the number of educational programs being offered online, those with 

low literacy levels are at a disadvantage. Currently, there is no online literacy training in 

Newfoundland and Labrador to improve basic literacy skills. 

If online learning is to be an option for those looking to further their education, we must 

consider the needs of learners with low writing and computer skills. The Going the Distance research 

project aims to answer the research question:  What are the barriers to online learning that exist for 

rural Newfoundlanders and Labradorians who have limited writing and computer skills and how 

might these be overcome? The goal is to help this under-represented group develop the skills to 

further their education in an online learning environment.   

Much of the literature about online learning highlights its flexibility. However, research 

does not identify barriers to online learning that exist for those who cannot type or write well-

structured sentences and paragraphs. This became the focus because online learning relies 

heavily upon writing and keying emails and messages. By considering the needs of learners with 
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low writing and computer skills, a more inclusive learning environment at any level may be 

created. 

Methodology 

The methodology of this qualitative research project consisted of interviews and usability 

testing. Fifty-seven participants were interviewed using open-ended questions to gather data. The 

researchers asked participants about their barriers to education, their knowledge of online 

learning, and their technical skills.  Online learning platforms were then assessed for suitability 

and a test course was populated with Laubach learning materials for 1:1 literacy tutoring. To 

evaluate the usability of the test course, a series of tasks were performed by six participants.  

Researchers designed 34 “user tasks” to evaluate the log-in process, page advancing, menu 

selection, dragging and dropping, and entering text.   

Results 

While online learning may be viewed as an option to reach people in rural areas, this only 

applies to those who have the skills to participate. Overwhelmingly (82%), participants 

interviewed were open to online learning but noted several barriers. 

Though barriers exist, 49% of participants were able to identify several advantages. They 

include a flexible schedule that would allow them to work while studying (18%); any existing 

health issues would not stand in the way of their education (20%); and saving time and money on 

travel (42%). However, studying online still raised concerns:  37% said they worried about not 

having access to a teacher; 14% said they would miss social support from peers; 11% said lack 

of structure was a disadvantage; and 9% said distractions at home were disadvantages.  
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Based on usability of the test course, the following findings have implications for course 

design and delivery: 

➢ Screens should have minimal text (83%)  

➢ Text should be free of jargon (33%)  

➢ On-screen instructions should be clear (100%)   

➢ Navigation buttons should be intuitive (83%)   

➢ Text and images should be appropriately sized (83%) 

➢ Use of webcams should be optional or used only when comfortable (50%) 

 

Barriers and Recommendations 

 

For each of the barriers, we present the following recommendations.  These should be 

used to develop and deliver a tutor training program for Laubach which can also be adapted for 

other populations such as immigrants, incarcerated, indigenous, or other under-represented 

groups.  

 

RECOMMENDATION 1 to address the barrier— lack of computer skills   
 

An orientation session to cover basic computer skills must be provided when a student 

begins an online course. This orientation must be delivered using plain language that students 

can understand the first time they read it or hear it. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 2 to address the barrier–limited typing skills 
 

Online courses should be designed so there is less reliance upon typing as the main 

method of communicating and completing assigned work.  
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RECOMMENDATION 3 to address the barrier—limited reading and writing skills 
 

Learning material should be less text-based and incorporate alternatives such as video 

and audio formats. It can be difficult to separate writing skills from typing skills.  Though a 

person may be able to type, this does not mean they have the skills to compose clear messages.  

 

RECOMMENDATION 4 to address the barrier—lack of finances 
 

For potential students to receive financial assistance, agencies should always provide a 

phone number that connects them with a real person to help those with low literacy and computer 

skills. For example, being asked to “email for more information”, or “submit an online form” can 

create barriers. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 5 to address the barrier—lack of computer 
  

While 25% said they did not own a computer such as a desktop, laptop, or tablet, 98% 

said they own a Smartphone. Knowledge of free access to computers could remove this barrier. 

This service is available at 94 public libraries throughout the province.   

 

RECOMMENDATION 6 to address the barrier—time restraints  
 

When offering real-time instruction, educators should record the session so those who 

cannot attend can view the recording at their convenience. This accommodating style of delivery 

will also help build rapport between teacher and students.   

 

 

 



  

ix 
 

RECOMMENDATION 7: to address the barrier—unavailability of programs 
 

If a program is not available locally, then it should be made available online. While it is 

impossible to offer every course or program, having access to adult basic education and literacy 

training should be accessible to a broader population.   

 

RECOMMENDATION 8:  to address the barrier—lack of structure 
 

Without the structure of a traditional classroom, participants said they feared not 

completing or failing a course.  To overcome this, course design should include a system of 

accountability with a schedule, optional or consistent check-ins, and due dates. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 9: to address the barrier—feeling isolated 
 

Creating an opportunity for engagement will help build a sense of community among 

students as well as rapport with the teacher.   Equally important is consistent access to the 

teacher which will remove feelings of isolation.   

 

Course Design Considerations 

 

The challenge of course design and delivery is to replicate many of the familiar elements 

of the traditional classroom while allowing students to use the skills they already have so they 

can learn new skills.  To this end, the following should also be considered: 

Clear on-screen instructions 
 

On-screen instructions should have limited text, be free of jargon, and supplemented with 

audio and video files.  Images should be clear and adequately sized. Placement of the navigation 

buttons such as “previous” and “next” should be intuitive. 
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Incorporate hands-on activities  

 

Creatively thinking about how to replicate in-person activities can provide hands-on 

learning for students. For example, students can submit a video of themselves using household 

materials for a lab experiment. A demonstration recorded by the teacher can also be used. 

 

Independent learning options 
 

While maintaining the flexible nature of online learning, some level of independent 

learning should be included for those who want to work at their own pace. Examples include 

self-quizzes and supplementary reading materials, videos, and audio recordings.  

 

Implications for Program Delivery 

 

Just as specific skills are needed to learn online, so are specific skills needed to teach 

online.  Educators should have formal or official training in online teaching as it employs a 

unique set of skills. If online learning is to be effective, it needs to be done right. This training 

should focus on the pedagogy or andragogy of online teaching.  Good technology cannot make 

up for bad teaching.  

Conclusion 

The COVID-19 pandemic has pushed many educators and students into an online 

learning environment.  There has been a surge of training in the use of technologies to find ways 

to bring together teacher, student, and classroom material.  The Laubach literacy tutoring has all 

but come to a halt with only five teacher-student pairs now active in the province.  As this report  
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has shown, without essential skills such as writing and computer skills, online learning is not an 

option for everyone.  Students should feel welcome in the online classroom with the skills they 

have so they may gain the skills they need. 

By raising their literacy levels, this under-represented population is more likely to reach 

their educational goals.  The results and recommendations will not only provide insights into 

building literacy levels but will also aim to equip students with the skills they need to study 

online beyond their literacy training. This may allow students to gain their high school diploma, 

enter a post-secondary program, or participate in online workplace training.  

With only 25% of participants owning a computer, it is not surprising that a lack of 

keyboarding and basic computer skills are barriers. However, 98% of participants own a 

Smartphone. It may be an opportunity to tap into the skills required to use a Smartphone to create 

a user-friendly learning environment for the new online student. Further research should be 

conducted in this area.  

Some interesting advantages noted by participants included access to learning 

opportunities not otherwise available in their community; the option to study at home was seen 

as positive from a health and wellbeing perspective; and the opportunity to continue their 

education while maintaining their employment. Results showed the option to study online is seen 

as both an advantage and a disadvantage. While there are no structured scheduled classes, there 

is also no clearance of one’s schedule to allow time for study. As well, frequent and consistent 

presence of a teacher is vital to creating an online community and providing the social 

interaction that may lead to student satisfaction.   

The findings of this research project can be applied to other populations beyond the 

traditional Laubach student.  This model of literacy training and the recommendations 
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developed, may be adapted to serve other under-represented populations such as immigrants, 

incarcerated, and indigenous populations. Furthermore, consider the possibility of having an 

incarcerated person become a Laubach tutor to other incarcerated people should be considered.   

 

Further Research and Collaboration 

To increase access to literacy services for adults who need it, further research and 

collaboration should include:  

➢ Adapt current Laubach tutor training materials to an online format and train the tutors to 

deliver materials online.   

➢ Convert other literacy training programs to online delivery such as Adult Basic Education 

(ABE) and General Educational Development (GED). 

➢  Modify learning materials for use with other under-represented groups to ensure they are 

culturally relevant.  

➢ Create more avenues for those who want to increase their basic literacy skills but cannot 

access literacy training because of their location or circumstance.  

The statistics show that almost half of our population live in a rural area.  The statistics 

also show that Newfoundland and Labrador has the highest number of people without a high 

school diploma.  If literacy training can be available online, it can reach more people.  Hopefully, 

subsequent research on this topic will quote a more positive statistic and our province will no 

longer be the least educated in the country.  Literacy training should be available to those who 

need it no matter where they live. Currently it is not.   
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Introduction 
 

With the increase in the number of educational programs being offered online, those with 

low literacy are at a disadvantage. Currently, there is no online literacy training in Newfoundland 

and Labrador to improve basic literacy skills.  

Newfoundland and Labrador has the highest number of working-aged people without a 

high school diploma at 15.7 % compared to 11.5% nationally (Government of Newfoundland 

and Labrador, 2016).  By 2025, almost 58% of job openings in the province will be in 

occupations that require post-secondary education (Government of Newfoundland and Labrador, 

2015). To meet this demand, it is imperative that people are educated. Forty-eight percent of the 

province live in a rural area and as such have more difficulty accessing education than their 

urban counterparts (Reid et al., 2021).     

Improving literacy levels aligns with the Government of Newfoundland and Labrador's 

vision for a “strengthened adult literacy system that helps people get the literacy skills needed to 

lead healthier, more productive lives, and fully take part in the province’s economy” 

(Government of Newfoundland and Labrador, 2019). If online learning is to be an option for 

those looking to further their education, we must consider the needs for students with low writing 

and computer skills. A 2018 survey of online post-secondary faculty found that 100% ranked 

writing emails as the most frequent form of communication (Taylor-Hulan, 2018). Many adult, 

non-traditional students may use a range of online technologies in their personal lives but this 

may not adequately prepare them to use technology for academic purposes.   

The Going the Distance research project aims to answer the research question:  What are the 

barriers to online learning that exist for rural Newfoundlanders and Labradorians who have 

limited writing and computer skills and how might these be overcome? The goal of this  
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qualitative research project is to provide recommendations on how to support this under-represented 

group in developing the skills to further their education in an online learning environment.  

This research project is funded by the Newfoundland and Labrador Workforce Innovation 

Centre (NLWIC).  Newfoundland and Labrador Laubach Literacy Council (Laubach) is the 

proponent organization and is led by a research team consisting of a project manager and two 

researchers who periodically consulted with a pan-provincial steering committee.  

This report provides a literature review that outlines barriers to education that exist for non-

traditional adult students.  Key findings from the literature review were used to inform the researchers 

in the creation of the interview guide used to collect data. This data was analyzed and used to develop 

a test course which was then evaluated through a series of tasks performed by a sampling of research 

participants.  Data from both the interviews and the usability tests were analyzed and results 

presented in this report. Recommendations are provided to help develop and deliver online training to 

those with low literacy skills. The report ends with a discussion and suggestions for next steps on 

how these can be implemented or used to inform the broader community of educators in 

Newfoundland and Labrador.  
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Summary of the Literature Review 

We often read or hear about the rapid pace of technological change, and we are 

encouraged to ‘keep up’. For the non-traditional student, this can be a daunting task.  

Traditional students are defined as those who have followed a direct, uninterrupted path 

from high school into post-secondary education (Servage, 2015). For the purpose of this 

literature review, non-traditional students will be defined as adults who are entering 

post-secondary education but not as a recent high school graduate and they may: work 

full time; have dependent children; have considerable financial strain; live in rural or 

remote locations; and are adults with low writing literacy and low computer literacy.   

To ‘keep up’ we are encouraged to stay in school, keep training, and continue our 

education. Because online education is often touted as the solution, it’s no wonder enrolment in 

online education, not only in Canada, but around the world is increasing rapidly.  Growth in 

online education continues to exceed higher education growth rates and there is no sign of it 

slowing down (Allen & Seaman, 2008; Bates, 2018).  

 Online learning is credited as being flexible, affordable, and effective (Ilgaz & 

Gulbahar, 2017; Luo et al, 2011). Students who struggle with writing skills and computer skills 

are at an immediate disadvantage in the online classroom. The aim of this study is to identify 

the barriers to online learning that exist for rural Newfoundlanders and Labradorians who have 

limited writing and computer skills and may also face other barriers.  

This literature review will provide background information including a description of 

the theories of adult education, the evolution of online learning and its importance to our 

rural population. Once these broader facets have been discussed, the review will examine the 

literature written about the barriers faced by non-traditional students in an online learning 
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environment and solutions to these barriers will be described. 

It is important to understand the barriers faced by adult students if online education is 

to help them reach their career goals, educational aspirations, or self-actualization.  We know 

that many post-secondary institutions are promoting an online learning model but without 

knowing its impact on adult students, we may be setting these students up for failure.  

In Jennifer Roger’s book, Adult Learning, she notes that adults learn differently than 

children and suggests these reasons:  

1. Adults are anxious about learning, at least in the beginning.  

2. Adults’ memories of negative experiences from their past learning.   

3. Adults are uncomfortable with a change in their existing beliefs, i.e., learning 

something new that contradicts their own beliefs (Rogers, 2007).  

These differences when combined with low writing and computer literacy may make 

learning even more difficult for students in the online classroom, which relies heavily upon 

written communications and computer use.  

From reviewing the literature, we are better able to understand how adults learn and what 

barriers they face that may prevent them from participating and succeeding in an online 

educational setting.  The literature points to many sources that tell us educators must engage 

students in social interaction, provide opportunities for communicating that are user-friendly, 

and a well-designed course has a major impact on student success.  

Online learning is thriving across Canada (Contact North, 2012; Bates, 2018). In 2016-

2017, 18 percent of all Canadian post-secondary students were taking at least one online credit 

course. Almost two thirds of institutions in Canada showed an increase in online enrolments 

between 2015-2016 and 2016-2017 (Canadian Digital Learning Research Association, 2019). In 

Newfoundland and Labrador, this is also true, where online learning has been identified as part 
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of the current government’s strategy to increase citizen’s skills and eligibility into the workforce 

(Government of Newfoundland and Labrador, 2016).   

The literature states that social interaction is one of the main barriers to student success 

in the online classroom. Key components of social interaction in the online classroom include 

discussion postings and emails, both of which require students to have sufficient writing and 

computer skills (Mupinga, D. M. et al 2006).  

A review of the literature on interactions among teachers and students in the online 

classroom provides insights into the social aspects of online teaching and learning including the 

roles of both teacher and student. It is important to build an online community that provides a 

safe and welcoming place for adults to learn because they are comfortable asking questions and 

seeking input (Wallace, 2003).  

Online classroom participation simply means interaction. This includes interactions 

between student and teacher, among students, and students interacting with course content.  

Unlike the face-to-face classroom, the online classroom has no opportunity to read body 

language from which a teacher can gauge the interest of participants and adjust their tone or 

presentation.   

Personalized communication in the online classroom is critical to the engagement and 

retention of online students. In the article Lost in Translation, Betts suggests faculty play a 

critical role in student engagement and retention. Data collected from one study revealed that 12 

percent of students who withdraw from their online course do so because of poor 

communication on behalf of the faculty (Betts, 2009).   

Muilenburg and Berge (2005) in their report on student barriers to online learning 

emphatically state “the single most important barrier to students learning online was a lack of 

social interaction” (p. 35). In Rao’s (2007) study, interview participants noted they did not get 
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enough time to talk to the teacher. In the study, participants said they enjoyed the opportunity to 

work in groups with their classmates using a virtual classroom, e.g., Elluminate Live! and 

reported they had learned from this format.  Educators can provide an opportunity to empower 

and engage students by providing timely and thorough feedback about the correctness of their 

work.  This directly affects the student’s satisfaction. Feedback should be genuine, timely, and 

positive – even when pointing out something that needs corrective action. Educators should also 

be socially present.   This can be promoted with strategies such as posting online office hours, 

holding synchronous sessions such as chats or web-conferencing, and responding to all inquiries 

within a timely manner. Educators have an obligation to encourage and support social interaction 

so that students do not feel isolated. From an educational context, there are three types of 

interaction – student to content; student to teacher; and student to student.  

Rao & Giuli (2010) in their evaluation of a two-year online program in the Pacific 

Islands stated, “the power of interacting and sharing information about the relevance of course 

content to their own island contexts was interesting and engaging to students” (p. 151) and 

students valued the online discussions with one another throughout the course. It was suggested 

one way to foster more interaction was to make synchronous sessions a formal part of the 

program. One of the benefits of online learning is the flexibility that comes from asynchronous 

learning. Yet, many studies have shown that one of the most effective methods of creating 

success and participation is synchronous learning. The instant feedback and the connection with 

others help solve feelings of isolation often associated with online learning.  According to 

Wake & Bunn (2015), successful online courses take advantage of social, participatory, and 

constructive learning approaches. In courses where students are given the opportunity to 

collaborate with each other and are encouraged to apply their knowledge to real world 

situations we may create the same or an increased level of social connectedness as a face-to-
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face class.  

Literacy encompasses all the skills needed for work, learning, and life. The Government 

of Canada, along with other national and international agencies, have identified nine key literacy 

and essential skills that are used in almost every job and in our daily lives – these include writing 

and computer use (Government of Newfoundland and Labrador, 2018). These are among the 

same skills that are key to participating and succeeding in the online classroom. These skills are 

needed for discussion postings, email, and real-time text chats. Without the necessary literacy 

skills, one could not participate in such discussions.  

Writing Literacy:  In their descriptive study, Wake & Bunn (2015), found that 

communication was a significant area of concern for those new to online learning. Faculty 

reported concerns about the candidates’ abilities to write professional communication (e.g., email 

and discussion postings).  The expectation of writing is quite high in online learning (Mupinga, 

D.M. et al., 2006). Students’ abilities to compose accurate and acceptable writing for their 

assignments was also problematic due to many mechanical and grammatical errors (Wake & 

Bunn, 2015).  

Computer Literacy:  Regarding computer literacy, oftentimes we may assume that 

individuals who take online courses are computer literate (Fedynich, 2013; Safford & Stinton, 

2016). In their paper, Safford and Stinton (2016) acknowledge that many adult, non-traditional 

students may use a range of digital and online technologies in their personal lives, but this may 

not adequately prepare them for the use of technology for academic purposes. “It’s a plain and 

simple fact. As hard as it is to imagine these days, there are individuals that are less than 

adequately prepared for a technology-rich learning environment.”  (Ratliff, 2009).  

Caywood et al state: “If a course is well designed, there may be no significant difference 

between traditional classroom and distance learning education in terms of student acquisition of 

content. However, poor course design is common and can impede student learning” (as cited in 
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Wake & Bunn, 2015, p. 40).   

  The literature review examined some of the most common and recurring themes that 

describe the barriers to online learning. The literature discusses barriers that exist for the non-

traditional student who is becoming more prevalent in the student population of many post-

secondary institutions. (Appendix A:  Literature Review). 
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Methodology 

In her book, Qualitative Researching, Jennifer Mason (2002) highlights some of the 

strengths of qualitative interviews that are sometimes overlooked. She says that through a 

qualitative interview, the researcher is more able to understand:  

“…the texture and weave of everyday life of the participants; the understandings, 

experiences and imaginings of research participants; how social processes, institutions, 

discourses or relationships work; and the significance of the meanings that they generate. 

Ultimately, this phenomenological approach will lead to a better interpretation, and 

consequently a better understanding of the experiences of the participants of the study.” 

(Merrigan et. al, 2012 as cited in). 

 

Using a qualitative approach, with semi-structured interviews to gather data, the researchers 

were able to talk to participants about their barriers to education, their knowledge of online 

learning, and their technical skills.  This allowed researchers access to participants to explore the 

“depth, detail and individual meaning” of their experiences (Patton, 1990, p. 17). 

To find participants, the researchers used social media, newspaper and radio interviews, 

participant referrals, and posters in local businesses and employment preparation offices. They also 

availed of personal contacts and input from the research project’s steering committee. Sources led 

us to community agencies across the province including Discovery Centres, Community Youth 

Networks, Community Education Networks, as well as institutions offering Adult Basic Education 

such as DieTrac Technical Institution and Keyin College. The researchers called these 

organizations and asked to present to their students and clients. This allowed direct access to 

potential research participants.  

Guided by Memorial University’s policies and procedures for conducting research, the 

researchers presented their project idea to potential participants in settings where they normally 

gather such as adult basic education classrooms and work-preparation training centres. Participation 
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forms were distributed to the entire group but were designed in a way so the process of completing 

these forms did not identify anyone who agreed to be contacted for an interview (Appendix B: 

Sign-up Form).  Participants who agreed to be interviewed were provided with the information and 

consent form (Appendix C:  Information and Consent Form) and given the opportunity to 

withdraw. Both the participation form and the information and consent form were approved by the 

Grenfell Campus Research Ethics Board at Memorial University. The information and consent 

form also ensured the participants’ anonymity and confidentiality were protected. 

The researchers chose not to use PowerPoint to present but instead relied upon a 

conversational approach. Following the first presentation at Discovery Centre in Harbour Grace, 

they learned key words and ideas to add or avoid during the recruitment presentation. For example, 

the word interview was avoided because it may be perceived as stressful. They also emphasized 

that the two researchers presenting to them would be the only two people who would contact them 

to conduct the interviews. They would not be contacted by someone whom they had not met. 

Special emphasis was given to ensuring their anonymity and confidentiality and that participation 

was voluntary. Before leaving a room of potential participants, the researchers often felt a rapport 

had been established. The goal to interview 50 participants was surpassed, and 57 participants were 

interviewed. This process resulted in finding participants who met the following criteria:  

➢ Living in rural areas  

➢ Working age  

➢ No high school diploma  

➢ Low literacy skills (limited writing) 

➢ Low computer skills (unfamiliar with the keyboard; no word processing skills) 

➢ Reading ability of at least grade 5 or Laubach Book Level 2 

➢ No access to literacy training 

➢ No access to on-campus college or university program (because of their location) 

 

 

 



Going the Distance Research Project – NLLLC 

11 
 

The 57 participants fit the following profile:  

 
 

The Research Instrument:  The instrument chosen was one-to-one interviews. The 

questions were constructed to answer the research question: What are the barriers to online 

learning that exist for rural Newfoundlanders and Labradorians who have limited writing and 

computer skills and how might these be overcome? These were designed as open-ended and 

relating to educational experiences, use of technology, and knowledge of online learning. 
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The initial interview questions were reviewed by the steering committee who were generous 

and thorough in their feedback. This process helped focus the questions and revise them so that 

they helped to answer the research question.  

The research instrument was designed to bring about conversations with participants in 

hopes of learning the following: 

1. The educational background and goals of participants were used to determine if participants met 

the criteria. It is also important to know this because it may illustrate whether or not the individual 

plans to pursue further education.   
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2.  The participants’ past learning experiences both positive and negative will inform 

recommendations to create a positive online learning experience. As well, knowing former negative 

experiences helps to identify barriers to continuing education.  

3.  Their knowledge of online learning may give insight into how they view online learning as 

advantageous or disadvantageous.  Knowing participants' awareness of online learning will help us 

understand whether or not the participants distinguished between formal and informal online 

learning. For example, there would be a disconnect in the conversation if the researchers are 

referring to online learning to gain high school or college credit while the participants view online 

learning to get access to information for immediate use such as “looking up how to build a shed”. 

Discovering they had little, or no knowledge of online learning was of value since it gave insight 

into how to conduct conversations with participants.  

4. The participants’ current familiarity and use of technology will help determine course design and 

delivery in an online learning environment. Knowing what the participants identify as their barriers 

to online learning, such as financial strain, family and work commitments, and level of education 

will help identify solutions to overcoming these barriers.  

5. The learning styles of participants will help guide the design and delivery of online content. For 

example, participants may say they prefer learning by listening to a lecture, watching a video, or 

performing a hands-on activity, as well as group discussion.  

6. The supports needed to accommodate participants’ learning, such as large text, and hearing 

assistance will help ensure content and delivery are accessible.   

 

The Pilot Phase:  The function of the pilot phase was to examine the criteria for selecting 

potential participants and to evaluate the effectiveness of the interview questions. The pilot phase 
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analyzed the data collected through the first six interviews with participants. A review of the 

interview responses and the recruitment methods informed the main research project. 

Because the questions were open-ended it allowed for a natural conversation to flow. For example, 

depending on the responses of some participants, researchers realized that the phrase “online 

learning” may need to be replaced with “taking a course on the computer”. (APPENDIX D:  Pilot 

Report). 

Knowing little about the research participants, the researchers used an inductive coding 

method which is appropriate to this form of exploratory research. The first step was to find any 

references to the participants’ names and replace these names with a participant number. 

Participants were now referred to as Participants 1 through 6. The second step was to read through 

the data collected to become familiar with it and to get an idea of what the overall data revealed. 

Transcripts were annotated and broad code names recorded for future reference. These code names 

included: barriers, online learning, rural, limitations, writing, reading, computer skills, goals, 

finances, teachers, course design, social, transportation, and mental health. The third step was to 

code each transcript line-by-line coding as many words as possible, placing them under the broader 

code names. As an example, the phrase “I have anxiety so if I had a computer, I could do my work 

from home”, was coded under barriers, and mental health. Last, data was categorized by putting 

similar codes into the same categories. This was done in order to find any overarching themes in 

the data. For example, from the initial six sets of data used for this pilot, finances, connection to a 

teacher, and transportation were common barriers. It was also discovered that though participants 

were not experienced in online learning in the formal sense of the term, they all used YouTube to 

teach themselves a new skill.  
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  After analyzing the data, it was discovered that the use of our interview questions not only 

identified barriers but also revealed data about what is needed to design and deliver a suitable 

online course for the target population. No modifications to the interview questions were required. 

Transcribing the data immediately following an interview was key to capturing any subtle 

nuances as well as broader messages. Information was not lost in the note-taking process. For 

example, a long pause before answering a question may be lost if not noted and captured in the 

transcribed document.  

The one-to-one interview process became a comfortable environment for participants to 

share their past learning experiences, especially any negative or long-lasting impacts, for example, 

many would describe the reasons why they never received their high school diploma.   

The Interview Process:  Fifty-one additional interviews took place from December 2019 to 

March 2020.  Based upon the preference of each participant, interviews were done either in person 

or by telephone. The researchers reviewed with the participants the information consent form 

before each interview began. Honorariums of $10 were paid to each participant unless they 

declined payment. Each interview took about 30 minutes to complete. Most interviews were either 

transcribed as they were occurring or within 20 minutes of completion.  

Participant transcripts were read multiple times and descriptive coding was used to identify 

the initial round of codes (Saldaña, 2016). Revisions, deletions and merging of codes were 

completed over several rounds. In addition to the two researchers, the project steering committee 

reviewed the data to offer input on possible descriptive codes.  The final cycle of transcript analysis 

focused on finalizing the list of broad codes, and then identifying emerging themes based on those 

codes. 
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Data Codes 

 

 

 

The Test Course:  It was determined that, since we were using the “think aloud” method, a 

small number of participants would be sufficient. According to Nielson (1994), “thinking aloud 

studies do not need a large number of subjects to be successful at identifying usability problems in 

a user interface” (p. 392). Neilson also found that about 75% of the usability problems could be 

found by testing only 4 or 5 participants (1994).   For the purposes of this research project, the test 

course was evaluated for ease of use with a sample of six participants. Participants were selected 

because they had mentioned during their interview an interest in further involvement (Appendix E:  

Usability Recruitment Script; Appendix F:  Usability Informed Consent Form).  
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Usability testing of the online course using Laubach content was done using ‘think-aloud’ 

protocols which is the verbalization of thoughts while performing a task (Kramer & Ummelen, 

2004; Van Den Haak, 2003).  Thirty-four user tasks were designed to evaluate the log-in process, 

page advancing, menu selection, dragging and dropping, and entering text (Appendix G:  Usability 

Instrument). Following the completion of the tasks in the test course, researchers conducted a 

questionnaire with each applicant (Appendix H:  Usability Test Questionnaire).    
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Results 

The results of this research project are divided into two parts. Part 1 details what was 

discovered during interviews with 57 participants and describes how the results from the interviews 

were used to implement the design and delivery of an online test course using Laubach material. 

Part 2 details what was learned during usability testing.  

Part 1–Interviews  

Several themes emerged from the interview data relating to participants’ educational goals, 

their barriers to education in general, their knowledge of online learning, and what they saw as both 

advantages and disadvantages to online learning. 

To understand what prevented participants from furthering their education, in the classroom 

or online, researchers asked participants to talk about their educational goals. Forty percent (40%) 

said they wanted to obtain their high school diploma or equivalency, and 60% said they hope to 

pursue formal post-secondary education. These conversations helped to identify barriers to any 

form of education, not just those offered online.  

Barriers to Continuing Education 
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Online learning has often been touted as a viable option to serve the educational needs of 

people living in rural areas. Establishing what participants know about online learning will help 

identify barriers that may exist. Considering the formal secondary and post-secondary educational 

systems in NL use many names and acronyms for online learning - CDLI, DELTS, BrightSpace, 

D2L, connected learning, distance education, remote learning, distributed learning - it was expected 

that participants may not be familiar with or able to distinguish among these.  

When asked about their knowledge of online learning, 35% of participants had very little or 

no knowledge.  For these participants, the learning curve may be steep and a well-designed and 

delivered orientation to the online learning environment would be needed. However, 65% of 

participants said they were familiar or somewhat familiar with online learning in informal 

environments such as YouTube tutorials and internet searches.  This is one example of how the 

conversation helped identify the current skills of participants and this would inform the 

recommendations for course design and delivery. Course design can build upon this familiarity; for 

example, using search boxes and videos.  

When asked how they felt about online learning as an option, the results provide strong 

evidence that participants would find online learning to be positive with most stating they were 

open to learning this way. The majority of participants (82%) said they were open to the idea of 

online learning; noting they felt they would even enjoy it. While 18% of participants felt they 

would prefer a traditional classroom setting.  

 

Barriers to Online Learning 

 

When asked about their barriers to online learning, participants’ responses were categorized into 

two main sets of barriers:  lack of technical skills and personal barriers. 
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TECHNICAL SKILLS  

Participants identified the following as technical barriers to their participation in online 

learning. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Computer Skills  

Twenty-eight percent (28%) of participants said they lack basic computer skills such as saving and 

organizing digital files, copying, and pasting, and had limited knowledge of computer terminology.  

 

 

“I don’t understand computers…frightened to do something  

and I could fool it up and no one is there to fix it.” 

 

 

 

2. Typing Skills 

Thirty percent (30%) of participants said they cannot type. Some participants said they avoid 

typing altogether, finding it too time-consuming. Others resort to hand-writing their material 

before typing it into a computer application.  

 

“My typing is hunt and peck” 

 “I’m not that good at typing and it would take me a long time.” 
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3. Writing Skills 

 

Ten percent (10%) of participants without a high school diploma said they had limited writing 

skills.  

 

“English and grammar – I’m useless at it.” 

“I find it hard reading and writing, can’t spell good.” 

 

4. Low Reading Level: 

Twenty-one percent (21%) of participants said they have some difficulty with reading.  

 

“I would not be able to read, sadly.” 

“I can’t read that good so the computer would be hard.” 

 

 

 

PERSONAL BARRIERS 

Participants identified the following as personal barriers to their participation in online learning.
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1. Lack of Finances 

Going “back to school” was viewed as a barrier by 67% of participants because they said it was too 

expensive. 

2. Lack of Computer 

While 25% said they did not own a computer such as a desktop, laptop, or tablet, almost all 

participants own a smartphone (98%). 

3. Time Commitments  

Having dependent children at home was identified as a barrier by 14% of participants who said that 

attending any form of school was not an option. Thirteen (13%) of people said taking online 

courses in addition to a full-time job was a barrier. Unlike a traditional classroom environment, 

where a schedule provides structured time allotments, online study happens in addition to the hours 

spent working. Students’ schedules are not cleared because they are in school, instead it is an 

additional commitment.   

4.  Program Availability 

 

For 21% of participants their program of choice was not available to them locally. In several 

situations, participants expressed a strong desire to access adult basic education, but it was not 

available in their area.   

5.  Lack of Structure 

Without assistance from a teacher, 26% said they would not have the self-discipline to participate 

in online learning and would need a more structured environment.  
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Advantages to Learning Online 

 

Participants identified the following six advantages to learning online:  

 
 

Health and wellbeing: Participants said their health may prevent them from attending in-person; 

therefore, said to study online would be an advantage. 

Access to programs: Participants said they would be able to access learning opportunities not 

otherwise available in their community.  

Reduced childcare costs:  Participants said that childcare outside the home might not be needed. 

Flexible schedule:  Participants said they could complete work at their own pace. 

No travel time or costs: Participants said not having to travel to school would eliminate concerns 

about poor road conditions, weather, and transportation costs.  

Maintain employment: Participants said they would be able to remain working while taking 

courses. 
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Disadvantages to Online Learning 

 

The difference between barriers and disadvantages is that a disadvantage is an opinion, and a 

barrier is an obstacle.  A person may view online learning as advantageous but still cannot access it 

because of barriers. 

 

Limited access to a teacher:   Participants wanted to speak with teacher in real-time or at least have 

dependable communication. 

Lack of structure:  Participants described themselves as ‘lacking self-discipline’. 

Lack of social support: Participants described they would miss the opportunity to connect with 

classmates for support, clarification, and socialization. 

Distractions/demands at home:  Participants described childcare and household tasks as well as 

other family members at home were distractions. 
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Implications for Course Design and Delivery 

 

Learning style is an important factor when it comes to both classroom and online course 

design and delivery and should not be perceived as a barrier.   

Because some participants gave multiple answers, the following does not add up to 100%. 

Thirty-five percent (35%) of participants said they prefer hands-on learning. Thirty-two percent 

(32%) said they prefer to work independently but they want to know they have the support of a 

teacher.  Another 33% of participants noted they prefer to learn 1:1 with a teacher. Fifteen percent 

(15%) said they prefer lectures so they could follow up with the teacher if they had questions or 

needed clarification.  Other learning styles included: group work; traditional classroom with 

teacher; and 8% people said they were visual learners.  

 

Most participants - 89% - said they were comfortable speaking with a teacher face-to-face 

in an online classroom. The remaining 11% said they would not be comfortable. Almost all 

participants - 98% - said they own a smartphone. 
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Part 2–The Test Course   
 

The test course evaluated the usability of the course design and delivery. The results were 

analyzed, and six major problems were identified. 

Problem 1: Too much text  

Eighty-three percent (83%) of participants said that some screens had too much text causing them 

to skim the instructions and miss steps in the task. 

 

 “If I just skimmed the instructions I would click on the words, “big” or “on” to hear the 

word rather than click on the volume button. There is too much to read.” 

 

 

Problem 2: Terminology 

Thirty-three (33%) of participants were confused by the researcher’s use of jargon such as 

“drag and drop” and “icon”. To avoid confusion, the word “picture” may be used rather than 

“icon”.  

“I didn’t know what drag and drop meant”. 

 

Problem 3: Onscreen Instructions  

All participants reported some confusion with on-screen instructions. For example, 

instructions asked participants to click on a word, but the presence of the sound icon caused the 

participant to click on the sound icon.  Instructions should be available in several formats such as 

spoken during real-time delivery or audio recordings.  
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Problem 4: Advancing screens 

When asked to advance the screen, 83% of participants had trouble advancing because the 

Next and Previous buttons were placed beside each other causing confusion.  Intuitive layout of 

instructions needs to be considered in the course design and layout. For example, the word 

“previous” and its related icon (if used) should be on the bottom left and the word “next” and its 

related icon (if used) should be on the bottom right of the screen.  
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Problem 5: Text and Image Size 

Eighty-three percent (83%) of participants said the text and or images were too small. The 

teacher may have to verbally instruct the student to resize their screen as it will depend on the 

device the student may be using.  

 

“This page should be zoomable so I can make the table and story bigger. 

It’s hard to read this way.” “The size of the letters could be bigger” 

 

 

 

 

 

Problem 6: Camera Apprehension 

 

Fifty percent (50%) of participants said if they had to use a camera to participate, they 

would be nervous doing so. They needed reassurance that the camera was not turned on. 

 

“I’d rather not have my camera on, I’m nervous.” 

“I wouldn’t want a camera on with a stranger.” 
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Discussion 

With a combined 23 years of online teaching experience, the researchers have seen first-

hand how some students struggle to participate in an online course because they lack computer and 

writing skills. If a student has difficulty composing well-written messages such as emails, 

discussion postings, and responses to short or long answer questions then the online classroom as 

many of us know it, presents barriers for these students. Consider classroom introductions.  In a 

traditionally classroom setting, these are done verbally and face-to-face. In an online classroom, 

those introductions are oftentimes written, typed, and submitted to the teacher and classmates. The 

first day of class can be a challenging and intimidating experience for those with low literacy skills.   

According to Reid, et al. (2021), nearly half of our population live in a rural area. This 

group will have more difficulty accessing education than their urban counterparts. Should any of 

this population lack computer and literacy skills, they are consequently hindered from furthering 

their education.  Literacy training should be available to a broader population no matter where they 

live. 

Laubach’s students are even more at risk of not participating in an online learning 

environment.  Most do not have a high school diploma and lack the skills needed to participate in 

an environment that relies heavily upon literacy and computer skills.  Because of this, the idea to 

populate an online learning platform that serves the needs of this under-represented group was 

formulated.  

It is important to ensure that course material is presented in a user-friendly online platform. 

It is equally important that the teacher delivering this training is familiar with the needs of this 

population, the obstacles students must overcome to avail of training, and have the unique skill sets 

to teach in an online environment.  It is imperative to deliver training to all literacy levels so that 
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students are comfortable engaging and communicating with their teacher and their classmates. For 

these reasons, this research project focuses on building a teaching and learning environment that 

welcomes students with the skills they have so they may leave with the skills they need.  

By raising their literacy levels, this under-represented population is more likely to reach 

their educational goals.  The results and recommendations will not only provide insights into 

building literacy levels but will also equip students with the skill sets they need to study online 

beyond their literacy training. This may allow students to gain their high school diploma, enter a 

post-secondary program, or participate in online workplace training. Keeping these goals in mind, 

the Velsoft platform was used because it is almost identical to Brightspace/D2L, the same platform 

used in the province’s K-12 system (CDLI), and both College of the North Atlantic and Memorial 

University of Newfoundland and Labrador.  Having explored other platforms such as Google 

Classroom, Adobe Connect, and Moodle, Laubach learning materials were duplicated into portable 

files including PDF, PowerPoint, and Google Slides so they can be easily used across multiple 

platforms.   

The findings of this research project can be applied to other populations.  Even well-

educated and highly trained individuals may lack some of the skill sets to feel comfortable in an 

online classroom.  This model of literacy training and the recommendations developed may be 

adapted to serve other under-represented groups such as immigrants, incarcerated, and indigenous 

populations. Furthermore, consider the possibility of having an incarcerated person become a 

Laubach tutor to other incarcerated people.   

 

Laubach’s motto is “Each one. Teach one”. The goal of this research project can expand on 

that to become “Each one. Teach one.  Reach more.” 
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As with most research projects, this project is subject to limitations. First, the literature 

review revealed little prior research on the lack of typing skills and how this may hinder 

participation in an online course. Further studies on how lack of this important skill impedes online 

course participation should be conducted. To overcome this, each participant in this study was 

asked about their typing skills.   

Second, although the researchers attempted to be as widespread geographically as possible, 

gaining access to participants in some parts of the province was very difficult.  In the end, however, 

the researchers were able to interview people from communities in central, western, and southern 

regions of the province as well as the Great Northern Peninsula, the Burin Peninsula, the Bonavista 

Peninsula, and the Avalon Peninsula.   
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Recommendations to Overcome Barriers 

 

Taking into consideration the results from the interviews and usability testing, these 

recommendations focus on the barriers to online learning and how course design and delivery may 

help overcome these. Based on interviews with participants, the researchers identify the skills they 

already have and give recommendations to build on those existing skills in an effort to ensure that 

online learning is a viable option. Course design and delivery are two separate entities. A well-

designed course cannot make up for a poorly delivered course. Keeping both in mind, a learning 

environment that enables participation throughout the course may lead to student success. With 

nearly half of the population of Newfoundland and Labrador living in a rural area, access to online 

learning may be the only option available to furthering their education (Reid, 2021). 

 

RECOMMENDATION 1 to address the barrier—lack of computer skills 

 

An orientation session to cover basic computer skills should be provided when a student 

begins an online course. This orientation must be delivered using plain language that students can 

understand the first time they read it or hear it. It is important to avoid jargon in the assumption that 

terms such as “copy and paste” and “save as a pdf” are understood by everyone. Students must be 

made aware that it is okay to know little about online learning in the beginning, this needs to be 

mentioned by the teacher and accommodated. Course designers and educators should anticipate 

what terminology needs to be understood by students.  Several formats of the orientation need to be 

available.  For example, it is not sufficient to only have a text file with a list of terms but instead to 
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supplement this with an audio file, a video, or a real time demonstration that allows time for 

questions.  

 

RECOMMENDATION 2 to address the barrier—limited typing skills 

 

Online courses should be designed so there is less reliance upon typing as the main method 

of communicating and completing assigned work. In many online courses typing is required to 

communicate, to participate, and to submit completed work. Typed messages such as email and 

discussion postings are often used for communication and participation between teacher and 

student as well as among students.  Rather than relying upon typed messages, other methods can be 

used such as telephone calls, voice-to-text, and web-conferencing.  Assigned work need not always 

be the submission of a typed document or message, it can be a recorded audio file, photo, or video 

demonstration, to name a few. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 3 to address the barrier— limited reading and writing skills 

 

To overcome limited reading skills, an online course needs to be more than just text-based 

materials. Learning material should be less text-based and incorporate alternatives such as video 

and audio formats. 

It can be difficult to separate writing skills from typing skills.  Though a person may be able 

to type, this does not mean they have the skills to compose clear messages. Some of the same 

recommendations to overcome limited typing skills can be used to help overcome limited writing 

skills. Without a good grasp of sentence structure, spelling, and grammar, messages can create 
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confusion and lead to time lost and frustration for the student as well as the teacher. Written 

messages such as email and discussion postings are used for communication and participation 

between teacher-student and student-student. Emailing assumes two skill sets: typing and writing 

and this cannot be the main form of communication.  To avoid reliance upon written messages, 

other forms of communication such as telephone calls, and web-conferencing may be used.  

Assigned work need not always be the submission of a written document, it can be a recorded 

audio file, photo, or video demonstration.  

 

RECOMMENDATION 4 to address the barrier— lack of finances 

 

For potential students to receive financial assistance, agencies should always provide a 

phone number that connects them with a real person to help those with limited literacy and 

computer skills. For example, “email for more information”, or “submit an online form” create 

barriers. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 5 to address the barrier—lack of computer 

  

While 25% said they did not own a computer such as a desktop, laptop, or tablet, 98% said 

they own a Smartphone. Knowledge of free access to computers could remove this barrier. This 

service is available at 94 public libraries throughout the province.   
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RECOMMENDATION 6 to address the barrier—time restraints 

  

When offering real-time instruction, teachers should record the session so those who cannot 

attend can view the recording at their convenience. This accommodating style of delivery will also 

build rapport between teacher and students.  After watching the recording, students can complete a 

follow-up task to test course outcomes where applicable.  

 

RECOMMENDATION 7 to address the barrier— unavailability of programs 

 

If a program is not available locally, then it should be made available online. While it is 

impossible to offer every course or program online, having access to adult basic education and 

literacy training should be available to a broader population.   

 

RECOMMENDATION 8 to address the barrier— lack of structure 

 

Without the structure of a traditional classroom, participants said they feared not completing 

or “failing” a course.  To overcome this, course design should include a system of accountability 

with a schedule, periodic check-ins, and due dates. 
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RECOMMENDATION 9 to address the barrier—feeling isolated 

 

Creating an opportunity for engagement will help build a sense of community among 

students as well as rapport with the teacher.  These connections can be accomplished by providing 

real-time sessions that do not rely solely upon lecture but also engage the students by using games, 

course tools, small group work, and opportunities for questions and answers in a comfortable 

learning environment. This may also create the familiarity of a traditional classroom.  

Caution needs to be taken to ensure a comfortable setting; for example, microphones and 

cameras can be optional for those who prefer to observe.  Equally important is consistent access to 

the teacher which will also build rapport and help remove feelings of isolation.  This should also 

include 1:1 contact with the teacher when needed or on a regular basis.  

 

Course Design Considerations 

The challenge of course design and delivery is to replicate many of the familiar elements of 

the traditional classroom while allowing students to use the skills they already have so they can 

learn new skills.  To this end, the following should also be considered: 

Clear on-screen instructions 

 

On-screen instructions should have limited text, be free of jargon, and supplemented with 

audio and video files.  Images should be clear and adequately sized. Placement of the navigation 

buttons such as “previous” and “next” should be intuitive. 
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Incorporate hands-on activities  

 

Creatively thinking about how to replicate in-person activities can provide hands-on 

learning for students. For example, students can submit a video of themselves using household 

materials for a lab experiment. A demonstration recorded by the teacher can also be used. 

 

Independent learning options 

 

While maintaining the flexible nature of online learning, some level of independent learning 

should be included for those who want to work at their own pace. Examples include self-quizzes 

and supplementary reading materials, videos, and audio recordings.  

 

Implications for Program Delivery 

Just as specific skills are needed to learn online, so are specific skills needed to teach 

online.  Educators should have formal or official training in online teaching as it employs a unique 

set of skills. If online learning is to be effective, it needs to be done right. This training should 

focus on the pedagogy or andragogy of online teaching.  Good technology cannot make up for bad 

teaching.  
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Conclusion 

The COVID-19 pandemic has pushed many educators and students into an online learning 

environment.  There has been a surge of training in the use of technologies to find ways to bring 

together teacher, student, and classroom material.  In 2018, Laubach had nearly 100 students. 

Today, Laubach literacy tutoring has all but come to a halt with only five teacher-student pairs now 

active in the province.  As this report has shown, without essential skills such as writing and 

computer skills, online learning is not an option for everyone.  Students should feel welcome in the 

online classroom with the skills they have so they may gain the skills they need. 

By raising their literacy levels, this under-represented population is more likely to reach 

their educational goals.  The results and recommendations will not only provide insights into 

building literacy levels but will also aim to equip students with the skills they need to study online 

beyond their literacy training. This may allow students to gain their high school diploma, enter a 

post-secondary program, or participate in online workplace training.  

With only 25% of participants owning a computer, it is not surprising that a lack of 

keyboarding and basic computer skills are barriers. However, 98% of participants own a 

Smartphone. It may be an opportunity to tap into the skills required to use a Smartphone to create a 

user-friendly learning environment for the new online student. Further research should be 

conducted in this area.  

Some interesting advantages noted by participants included access to learning opportunities 

not otherwise available in their community; the option to study at home was seen as positive from a 

health and wellbeing perspective; and the opportunity to continue their education while maintaining 

their employment. Results showed the option to study online is seen as both an advantage and a 

disadvantage. While there are no structured scheduled classes, there is also no clearance of one’s 
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schedule to allow time for study. As well, frequent and consistent presence of a teacher is vital to 

creating an online community and providing the social interaction that may lead to student 

satisfaction.   

The findings of this research project can be applied to other populations beyond the 

traditional Laubach student.  This model of literacy training and the recommendations developed, 

may be adapted to serve other under-represented populations such as immigrants, incarcerated, and 

indigenous populations. Furthermore, the possibility of having an incarcerated person become a 

Laubach tutor to other incarcerated people should be considered.   
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Further Research and Collaboration 

To increase access to literacy services for adults who need it, further research and collaboration 

should include:  

➢ Adapt current Laubach tutor training materials to an online format and train the tutors to 

deliver materials online.   

➢ Convert other literacy training programs to online delivery such as Adult Basic Education 

(ABE) and General Educational Development (GED). 

➢  Modify learning materials for use with other under-represented groups to ensure they are 

culturally relevant.  

➢ Create more avenues for those who want to increase their basic literacy skills but cannot 

access literacy training because of their location or circumstance.  

The statistics show that almost half of our population live in a rural area.  The statistics also 

show that Newfoundland and Labrador has the highest number of people without a high school 

diploma.  If literacy training can be available online, it can reach more people.  Hopefully, 

subsequent research on this topic will quote a more positive statistic and our province will no 

longer be the least educated in the country.  Literacy training should be available to those who need 

it no matter where they live. Currently it is not.   
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Introduction  

We often read or hear about the rapid pace of technological change, and we are encouraged 

to ‘keep up’. For the non-traditional student, this is a daunting task.  Traditional students are 

defined as those who have followed a direct, uninterrupted path from high school into post-

secondary education (Servage, 2015). For the purpose of this literature review, nontraditional 

students will be defined as adults who are entering post-secondary education but not as a recent 

high school graduate and they may: work full time; have dependent children; have considerable 

financial strain; live in rural or remote locations; and have low writing literacy and low computer 

literacy.   

To ‘keep up’ we are encouraged to stay in school, keep training, and continue our education. 

Because online education is often touted as the solution for keeping up, it’s no wonder enrolment in 

online education, not only in Canada, but around the world is increasing rapidly.  Growth in online 

education continues to exceed higher education growth rates and there is no sign of it slowing down 

(Allen & Seaman, 2008; Bates, 2018). This is especially true if colleges and universities view 

online delivery as a way to reduce costs. Caywood et al say “Universities see online delivery as a 

means to increase revenue by reaching more students across a wider geographical population and 

by reaching more students with non-traditional schedules” (as cited in Wake & Bunn, 2015, p. 40). 

Learners are requesting instruction via online formats for convenience, for the potential to provide 

individualized and personalized experiences, and for the possibility for quick feedback (Wake & 

Bunn, 2015). 

 Online learning is credited as being flexible, affordable, and effective (Ilgaz & Gulbahar, 

2017; Luo et al, 2011). Students who struggle with writing skills and computer skills - even 

keyboarding skills- are at an immediate disadvantage in the online classroom.  
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The aim of this study is to identify the barriers to online learning that exist for rural 

Newfoundlanders and Labradorians who have limited writing and computer skills and may also 

face other barriers. This literature review is guided by the following research question:  

RQ: What are the barriers to online learning that exist for rural Newfoundlanders and Labradorians 

who have limited writing and computer skills and how might these be overcome?  

This literature review will begin with an explanation of the search methodology and the 

reasons for the inclusion and exclusion of articles. The report will provide background information 

which will include a description of the theories of adult education, the evolution of online learning, 

and its importance to our rural population. Once these broader facets have been discussed, the 

review will examine the literature written about the barriers faced by non-traditional students in an 

online learning environment and solutions to these barriers will be described. The literature review 

will conclude by noting key findings and identifying gaps in the literature.   

It is important to understand the barriers faced by adult students as we offer them online 

education to help them reach their career goals, educational aspirations, or self-actualization.  We 

know that many post-secondary institutions are promoting an online learning model but without 

knowing its impact on adult learners, we may be setting these students up for failure.  

Methodology  

Sources were imported to RefWorks from the University of Alberta online library databases. The 

databases selected were Academic Search Complete, Education Research Complete, and ERIC.   

The inclusion and exclusion criteria for the literature review of secondary sources were: 

Inclusion Criteria:  

• Must include one or more of the following Library of Congress Subject Headings:  

o Distance Education  
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o Distance Learning  

o Adult Education 

• Must have been published in the last twenty years   

• Can be either qualitative or quantitative in their scope   

• The following keywords were also included in the search: online learning, e-learning, 

barriers, obstacles, and challenges.  

Exclusion Criteria:  

• Studies published in a language other than English  

• Studies published more than twenty years ago  

• Studies that are not peer reviewed   

• Review papers  

Search String #1: The initial search consisted of the following search strings. The search strings 

are connected by the Boolean Operator “and” with keywords connected using “or”. The searches 

were completed using the “all-text” field: online learning OR e-learning OR distance learning  

AND Barriers OR obstacles OR challenges. This search yielded 28,500 results (Academic Search 

Complete – 5,231; Education Research Complete 6,026; and ERIC 17,243).  Next, the search 

results were limited to scholarly peer-reviewed journals: 17,293. Then further limited to articles 

published in the last twenty years and got 17,171.  At this point, the search was limited to those 

articles with the first part of search string in the “article title” field rather than “all text” field, 

resulting in 373 articles (Academic Search Complete – 86; Education Research Complete - 158; 

and ERIC - 129).  
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Search String #2: The next search consisted of the following search strings. The search strings are 

connected by the Boolean Operator “and”. The searches were completed using the “all-text” field 

with keywords connected with “or”: distance learning OR online learning OR distance education 

AND Barriers OR obstacles OR challenges. This search yielded 50,905 results (Academic Search 

Complete – 7,851; Education Research Complete 7,285; and ERIC 35,708).  The search was 

limited to those articles from scholarly peer-reviewed journals: 25,849. Next, the search was limited 

to articles published in the last twenty years and got 25,554. At this point, the search was limited to 

those articles with the first part of search string in the “article title” field rather than “all text” field, 

resulting in 314 articles (Academic Search Complete – 72; Education Research Complete - 134; 

and ERIC - 108).   

Records from the first two search strings (687 in total) were exported into Refworks and 

duplicated removed leaving 207 in total. These 207 articles were then screened, through an 

examination of the title and abstract, and classified according to their academic thoroughness, 

research methodology and their ability to speak to the research questions. Once this screening 

process was complete, 26 articles were deemed appropriate and are included in this literature 

review.  

Search String #3: At this point, it was decided to carry out a third search. Please note the search 

strings are connected by the Boolean Operator “and”. The searches were completed using the “all-

text” field: Distance education OR distance learning OR online learning AND Increase*. The 

truncation * locates any articles containing increase or increasing or increased. This search yielded 

86, 658 articles (Academic Search Complete – 16,952; Education Research Complete 10, 403; and 

ERIC 59,156).  The following limits were then applied: scholarly articles, published in the last 20 

years, academic journals and those articles published in English. This resulted in 37,119 articles. At 
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this point, it was decided to limit the search to those articles with the first part of search string in the 

“article title” field rather than “all text” field, resulting in 104 articles (Academic Search Complete 

– 29; Education Research Complete - 41; and ERIC - 34). Once duplicates were removed, 64 

articles remained. These 64 articles were then screened, through an examination of the title and 

abstract, and classified according to their academic thoroughness, research methodology and their 

ability to speak to the research questions. Once this screening process was complete, articles chosen 

were deemed appropriate and were included in this literature review.  

There were some resources used in this literature review which were “happened upon” 

during the search process. The first is a Government of Newfoundland and Labrador publication, 

two are textbooks, and survey results were included from  a personal survey completed by Taylor-

Hulan in 2018.   

 

Background Discussion  

Adult education (andragogy) is distinct from the education of children (pedagogy).  

Malcolm Knowles is credited with developing the theory of andragogy in which he emphasizes that 

adults:  

(a) Need to know why they need to learn something;   

(b) Adults need to learn through experience;   

(c) Adults take a problem-solving approach to learning; and  

(d) Adults learn best when the topic is of immediate value (Knowles et al., 2005).  

Having a basic knowledge of Knowles’ theory is important to all adult educators including 

those who teach online.  In Jennifer Roger’s book, Adult Learning, she identifies the most essential 
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principle of adult learning as “teaching is about learning” and that the task of a teacher of adults is 

to become a designer of learning. She illustrates that when the learner is central to the project or 

project activity, they are more likely to learn, giving examples of the things we remember most 

from our childhood learning - a role in a play, an athletic feat, a topic we choose for research, or a 

debate we performed in (Rogers, 2007). 

She also notes that adults learn differently than children and suggests these reasons: 

1. Adults are anxious about learning, at least in the beginning.  

2.  Adults’ memories of negative experiences from their past learning.   

3.  Adults are uncomfortable with a change in their existing beliefs; i.e. learning something 

new that contradicts their own beliefs. (Rogers, 2007) 

These differences, when combined with low writing and computer literacy, may make learning 

even more difficult for learners in the online classroom which relies heavily upon written 

communications and computer use.  

From reviewing the literature, we are better able to understand how adults learn and that 

barriers they face may prevent them from participating and succeeding in an educational setting.  

The literature points to many sources that tell us educators must engage students in social 

interaction, provide opportunities for communicating that are more user-friendly, and a well-

designed course have a major impact on student success. This research project will focus on 

identifying barriers and improving success.   

 

Online Learning  

According to Power (2011), distance education dates back at least to the mid-1800s when 

the University of London began offering correspondence education. Online learning is not to be 
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confused with distance education. Online learning may provide the same opportunities, but it is the 

new generation of distance education and it has several forms - blended, wholly online, and hybrid. 

Howlett, et al define online learning as “the use of electronic technology and media to deliver, 

support and enhance both learning and teaching and involves communication between learners and 

teachers utilizing online content”. Online learning is thriving across Canada and the United States 

and new investments are being made to support its continued growth and development, particularly 

in Ontario and British Columbia (Contact North, 2012). In 2016-2017, 18 percent of all Canadian 

post-secondary students were taking at least one online credit course. Almost two thirds of 

institutions in Canada showed an increase in online enrolments between 2015-2016 and 2016-2017 

(Canadian Digital Learning Research Association, 2019). In Newfoundland and Labrador, this is 

also true, where online learning has been identified as part of the current government’s strategy to 

increase citizen’s skills and eligibility into the workforce (Government of Newfoundland and 

Labrador, 2016).   

Rural Population  

Attending an on-campus program is often a barrier to people living in rural communities 

because there is no physical presence of a public college or university.  Forty-eight percent of the 

population of Newfoundland and Labrador are living in a rural area (Reid et al., 2021). Using the 

Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development definition of urban versus rural, where 

urban must contain at least one small city with a population of 50,000 or more. This means that 

every community outside the Greater St. John’s Area, is a rural community.   
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Barriers  

There are many barriers to online learning. One article listed 64 ranging from administrative 

barriers reaching back to the pre-admissions process (Muilenburg and Berge, 2001). The literature 

states that social interaction is one of the main barriers to student success in the online classroom. 

Key components of social interaction in the online classroom include discussion postings and 

emails, both of which require students to have sufficient writing and computer skills (Mupinga, D. 

M. et al 2010). For these reasons this research project will focus on writing and computer literacy.   

 

Lack of Social Interaction  

A review of the research on interactions among teachers and students in the online 

classroom provides insights into the social aspects of online teaching and learning including the 

roles of both teacher and student (Wallace, 2003).  The article describes the importance of 

community-building in providing a safe and welcoming place for adults to learn because they are 

comfortable asking questions and seeking input. The article also gives examples of how to 

overcome transactional distance which is present in all online courses. Transactional distance is 

defined as a function of dialogue and structure and that more dialogue between teacher and student 

means a smaller transactional distance, i.e. more engagement (Wallace, 2003).  

Online classroom participation simply means interaction. This includes interactions between 

student and teacher, among students, and students interacting with course content.  Unlike the face-

to-face classroom, the online classroom has no opportunity to read body language from which a 

teacher can gauge the interest of participants and adjust their tone or presentation.   

Personalized communication in the online classroom is critical to the engagement and 

retention of online students (Betts, 2009). In the article Lost in translation, Betts suggests faculty 

play a critical role in student engagement and retention. Data collected from one study revealed that 
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12 percent of students who withdraw from their online course do so because of poor 

communication on behalf of the faculty (Betts, 2009).   

Muilenburg and Berge (2005) in their report on student barriers to online learning 

emphatically state “the single most important barrier to students learning online was a lack of social 

interaction” (p. 35). In Rao’s (2007) study, interview subjects noted they did not get enough time to 

talk to the instructor. In the study, participants said they enjoyed the opportunity to work in groups 

with their classmates using a virtual classroom, e.g. Elluminate Live! and reported they had learned 

from this format.   

Rao & Giuli (2010) in their evaluation of a two-year online program in the Pacific Islands 

stated, “the power of interacting and sharing information about the relevance of course content to 

their own island contexts was interesting and engaging to students” (p. 151) and students valued the 

online discussions with one another throughout the course. It was suggested one way to foster more 

interaction was to make synchronous sessions a formal part of the program. However, one of the 

benefits of online learning is the flexibility that comes from asynchronous learning. Yet, many 

studies have shown that one of the most effective methods of creating success and participation is 

synchronous learning. The instant feedback and the connection with others helps solve feelings of 

isolation often associated with online learning.  According to Wake & Bunn (2015), successful 

online courses take advantage of social, participatory, and constructive learning approaches. In 

courses where students are given the opportunity to collaborate with each other and are encouraged 

to apply their knowledge to real world situations we may create the same or an increased level of 

social connectedness as a face-to-face class.  

Lack of Key Literacy Skills  

Literacy encompasses all the skills needed for work, learning, and life. The Government of 

Canada, along with other national and international agencies, have identified nine key literacy and 
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essential skills that are used in almost every job and in our daily lives – these include writing and 

computer use (Government of Newfoundland and Labrador, 2018). These are among the same 

skills that are key to participating and succeeding in the online classroom. These skills are needed 

for discussion postings, email, and real-time text chats. According to Stacey (1999), “group 

electronic discussion and sharing of resources gave them an environment for actively constructing 

new ideas and concepts and enabled them to learn effectively.” (as cited in Wilson  & Stacey, 2004, 

p.34). Without the necessary literacy skills, one could not participate in such discussions.  

  Whether the online classroom provides learners with literacy training, a diploma, a degree, 

or occupational training, the more educated we are the more likely we are to be gainfully employed. 

“Over the past decade, research consistently demonstrated that individuals with higher literacy 

skills earn more income, work in higher skilled occupations, are less likely to be  unemployed, 

experience shorter periods of unemployment, are more likely to find full-time  work, and are more 

likely to receive further training” (Organization for Economic Cooperation  and Development, 

2005).  

1. Writing Literacy  

In their descriptive study, Wake & Bunn (2015), found that communication was a 

significant area of concern for those new to online learning. Faculty reported concerns about the 

candidates’ abilities to write professional communication (e.g. email, discussion postings).  

Unfortunately, the expectation of writing is quite high in online learning. (Mupinga, D.M. et al., 

2010). Learners’ abilities to compose accurate and acceptable writing for their assignments was 

also problematic due to many mechanical and grammatical errors (Wake & Bunn, 2015).   

In Marcial et al (2015) using a descriptive study and survey method they identified the 

academic skills needed for successful online learning as language, writing, reading, communication, 
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typing, and confidence. Lack of language skills scored as the highest barrier amongst the 44 

respondents. It should be noted that respondents were from various ethnicities and English was not 

their first language. Beyond assignments, being able to write well-structured sentences is essential 

in an online learning environment because writing may be the main form of communication 

between student and instructor and among students. A 2018 survey of 23 online instructors at 

College of the North Atlantic found:  

• 100% ranked writing emails as the “most frequent” form of communication.  • 92% of 

instructors indicated their students post written messages to the discussion forums.   

• 78% of instructors assigned a grade to students’ written messages posted in the discussion 

forums (Taylor-Hulan, 2018)   

2. Computer Literacy  

Regarding computer literacy, oftentimes we may assume that individuals who take online 

courses are computer literate (Fedynich, 2013; Safford & Stinton, 2016). In their paper, Safford and 

Stinton (2016) acknowledge that many adult, non-traditional students may use a range of digital and 

online technologies in their personal lives, but this may not adequately prepare them for the use of 

technology for academic purposes. Unlike in an on- campus computer lab where every student uses 

the same software and hardware from the same internet connection, non-traditional students are in 

dissimilar environments with varied levels of computer literacy. “It’s a plain and simple fact. As 

hard as it is to imagine these days, there are individuals that are less than adequately prepared for a 

technology-rich learning environment.”  (Ratliff, 2009). Basic computer skills are necessary to 

organize, store, and retrieve information digitally as well as be able to read digital content and 

submit their work electronically (Safford & Stinton, 2016).   
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Van Dijck (2014) in her chapter warns the reader that assessing levels of digital skills has 

often been performed in specific settings, i.e. classrooms. Using surveys is also unreliable because 

people generally report that they have higher skills than they actually possess. Van Dijck believes 

observational studies may give a more accurate description of the level of computer skills. The lack 

of operational internet skills are barriers to online learning. These skills include using toolbars, 

buttons, and menus; inputting data into forms; and opening and saving files. In the tests 

administered for her study, van Dijck found that aging and people from lower levels of education 

experienced the most difficulty with these operational internet skills.  (van Dijck et al. 2014).  

 

Solutions to Barriers  

Role of Educator   

One of the barriers to online learning is the lack of social interaction.  Faculty have an 

obligation to encourage and support social interaction so that students do not feel isolated. While 

interaction is the cornerstone of any learning experience, it takes time and a level of comfort. 

Interaction in an online classroom is influenced by institutional policy, the technology being used, 

the philosophy of the teacher, course content, and the context in which the course is being taken 

(Vrasidas & McIsaac, 1999, p. 23).   

From an educational context, there are three types of interaction – learner to content; learner 

to teacher; and learner to learner. Faculty can provide an opportunity to empower students and 

enhance learning in the following ways:  

1. Provide feedback – information students receive about the correctness of their work.  

Timely and encouraging feedback directly affects the student’s satisfaction. Providing 

feedback is responsive; however, it should be genuine, timely, and positive – even when 

pointing out something that needs corrective action.  
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2. Be socially present - the degree to which the online classroom allows users to feel socially 

present.  This can be promoted with strategies such as posting online office hours, holding 

synchronous sessions such as chats or web-conferencing, and responding to all inquiries 

within a timely manner.  

By providing opportunities for interaction we can overcome several barriers such as 

isolation and geography. Rao (2007) suggests that synchronous learning not only gives participants 

the opportunity to meet but also helps them receive technical support. This gives students the 

freedom to emulate the discussion that would take place in a traditional classroom. “This mode 

allowed participants to discuss content with their peers and within their cultural contexts and report 

back to the instructor for immediate feedback” giving students the opportunity to be part of a 

learning community rather than working in isolation (no page number).   

 Wake & Bunn (2015) offer several recommendations to support students’ writing: “(1) 

require  identified candidates to work directly with the university’s writing centre; (2) provide 

exemplar  models to the students; (3) provide writing workshops; (4) make clear expectations to the  

students regarding the level of writing required” (p. 44).   

Course Design  

A well-designed course combines the students’ experience with informal use of 

communications technology with the academic requirements. Some examples include incorporating 

a ‘thumbs-up’ feature if they are familiar with Facebook; use of personal email; video conferencing 

similar to Apple’s FaceTime; as well as their familiarity with Google search and YouTube. Using 

these familiar technologies when designing an online course can address barriers related to low 

literacy and computer skills. We need to welcome them with the skills they have so they can leave 

with the skills they need.  
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Caywood et al state: “If a course is well designed, there may be no significant difference 

between traditional classroom and distance learning education in terms of student acquisition of 

content. However, poor course design is common and can impede student learning” (as cited in 

Wake & Bunn, 2015, p. 40).  Dallas Baptist University (DBU) in Texas has an online completion 

rate that has remained constant between 92% and 93% since 1998 (Moore et al., 2009). DBU’s 

online course content is designed by qualified instructors in that discipline and the content is 

approved by the provost office. The university also has a team of instructional course developers 

who develop course features using a range of technologies from streaming media to threaded 

discussions.   

 Wang et al. (2017) found that online courses should be designed with a focus on pedagogy, 

social, and technical perspectives. First, the online content and instructional activities should match 

the same offering in a classroom. Second, online and classroom students should have equivalent 

learning experiences. Third, online students should be able to interact with others in real time using 

technology-mediated communication.   

 King & Doerfert stress that interaction does not simply occur, it must be “intentionally 

designed into the instructional program”; however, they caution that the different technologies have 

their own benefits and constraints and designing a course to use these effectively is key (as cited in 

Berge, 1999, p. 5). For example, it is not enough to provide a technology that allows interaction if 

that interaction is not relevant or useful to learning.   

According to Ellen D. Wagner (1998), when designing an online course, educators must 

consider the outcome they hope to achieve with each interaction. Typically, each interaction hopes 

to either change the student in some way or move the students toward an “action state of goal 

attainment.” (p.3).   
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“With some flexibility and willingness to appraise the needs of participants and to design 

courses accordingly, providers of distance learning can create a viable mechanism to provide 

educational opportunities” (Rao, 2007, no page number).  Indeed, there have been many success 

stories regarding online learning. Lim (2001) in her predictive model of satisfaction for adult 

learners in a web-based distance education course  notes that the internet is part of our daily 

communications. This familiarity with the internet may increase computer efficacy which may 

result in a successful online learning experience.   

Key Findings  

Much of the literature about online learning highlights its flexibility and unique limitations. 

However, research does not identify barriers to online learning that exist for those who cannot type 

or write well-structured sentences and paragraphs. This is important because online learning relies 

heavily upon writing and keying emails and messages. By considering the needs of learners with 

low writing and computer skills, we can create a more inclusive learning environment at any level.  

Digital immigrants – those who did not grow up with the internet – must become adept at 

participating in online learning as more and more colleges, universities, and corporations are 

shifting toward this approach to learning, training, and development.   

 Recent Census data reports that Newfoundlanders and Labradorians are lagging behind in the 

following areas:  

• 15.7 % of those aged 25-64 do not have high school certification compared to 11.5% 

nationally  

• 8% of those aged 25-34 do not have high school certification which is about the same as the 

national average of 8.7 percent  

• 17.2% of those aged 45-54 do not have high school certification  
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• 23.75 of those aged 55-64 do not have high school certification (Government of 

Newfoundland and Labrador, 2016). 

The literature indicates that lack of social interaction is an often-repeated barrier for 

students who study online. Even articles that focus on the role of faculty, and course design, all 

indicate that social interaction is key to success. While real time, or synchronous interaction is often 

beneficial in providing social interaction, it is also a hindrance if it impedes upon the flexibility of 

studying online.   

Understanding that adults bring a lot to the classroom can be humbling for teachers of 

adults; however, it should be welcomed. Students should know their experiences are valuable and 

worthwhile to themselves, to their classmates, and to faculty.  Ultimately, this research project aims 

to identify barriers for learners with low writing and computer skills so that they may further their 

education from their own homes via online learning.   

 

Conclusion  

This literature review examined some of the most common and recurring themes that 

describe the barriers to online learning. The literature discusses barriers that exist for the 

nontraditional student who is becoming more prevalent in the student population of many colleges 

and universities. The research project will further examine how the lack of key literacy skills may 

impair one’s success in online learning. Through the voices of the participants, we hope to uncover 

the best approach to online learning despite existing barriers.   
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Appendix B: Sign-Up Form 

 

 

Presentation location (for example, Grand Falls-Windsor):  _____________________________ 

  

Community Association (for example, YMCA, Discovery Centre): ________________________ 

I am 19 years old or older: 

 Yes 

 No 

I agree to be contacted for an interview: 

 Yes 

 No 

 

If you choose YES, what is your name? First name only is ok:  

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

Phone #: _________________________________ 

 

WHEN COMPLETED, 

PLEASE FOLD THIS PAPER IN HALF 
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Appendix C: Information and Consent Form 

 

Going the Distance: Equipping Rural Newfoundlanders & Labradorians With the Abilities and Skills to 

Succeed in Online Learning 

  

Informed Consent Form 

  

The purpose of this Informed Consent Form is to ensure you understand the nature of this study and 

your involvement in it. This consent form will provide information about the study, giving you the 

opportunity to decide if you want to participate. 
  

Researchers: This study is being conducted by Kelly Taylor-Hulan and Todie Winter. We are employed by 

NL Laubach Literacy Council and funded by NL Workforce Innovation Centre.   
  

Purpose: The study is designed to identify barriers to online learning that exist for adults living in rural 

Newfoundland and Labrador who have limited writing and computer skills. The results will be used to write 

a report as part of the requirements of our contract with NL Workforce Innovation Centre. 

 Task Requirements: You will be asked to do a one-on-one interview in which you will be asked a series of 

questions about your interests in online learning and barriers you face continuing your education. You may 

choose to do the interview in person or telephone. 

 Duration: The interview will take approximately 45 minutes to complete. 
  

Risks and Benefits: There are no known risks because all interviews will be done in private.   

Anonymity and Confidentiality: Your responses are anonymous and confidential.   

 Right to Withdraw: Your participation in this research is totally voluntary and you are free to stop 

participating at any time.  You are not obligated to answer any specific questions even if you participate in 

the study. You can opt out of participating at any time without any sort of penalty by simply ending the 

interview. Data from interviews that are not fully completed will not be used. If you volunteer to participate 

in the interview, you will have up to two (2) weeks after the date of the interview to withdraw from the 

study.   

Contact Information: If you have any questions or concerns about the study, please feel free to contact us 

at kellytaylorhulan@gmail.com or tfwinter@gmail.com or our project manager, Margie Lewis at 

laubach@nf.aibn.co  

 

As well, if you are interested in knowing the results of the study, please contact us or Ms. Lewis after 

February 28, 2022. 

mailto:tfwinter@gmail.com
mailto:laubach@nf.aibn.co
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This study has been approved by an ethics review committee at Grenfell Campus, Memorial University of 

Newfoundland and has been found to be in compliance with Memorial University’s ethics policy. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

I acknowledge that I have been informed of, and understand, the nature and purpose of the study, and I 

freely consent to participate. This Informed Consent Form will be placed in a separate envelope to ensure 

anonymity. 

  

 

  



Going the Distance Research Project – NLLLC 

71 
 

Appendix D: Pilot Report 

 

 

 

 

 

Going the Distance Research Project Pilot Phase Report 

Kelly Taylor-Hulan and Todie Winter 

Newfoundland & Labrador Laubach Literacy Council 
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ABSTRACT 

 

Many rural Newfoundlanders are too remote to travel to available literacy skills services 

and lack the writing and computer skills to access such services in an online environment.  

Newfoundland and Labrador Laubach Literacy Council’s (NLLLC) “The Going the Distance 

Research Project” aims to identify the barriers to online learning that exist for rural 

Newfoundlanders and Labradorians who have limited writing and computer skills and how these 

barriers might be overcome.  The primary goals of this pilot phase of this research project were to 

assess and modify, if necessary, the interview questions, interviewee recruitment process, interview 

techniques, and overall research methodology of the project.  Few changes to the interview 

questions were made; however, some modest changes to the recruitment process resulted in 

significant improvements in participant enrollment.  These changes to the interview process led to a 

faster and deeper development of rapport between the researchers and the participants.  Finally, 

initial responses were analyzed, and broad coding categories were developed. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Many Newfoundlanders and Labradorians are unable to participate in the growing trend of 

online education. This is unfortunate because education is needed to join and participate in today’s 

workforce. NLLLC provides one-to-one tutoring to people living in areas of the province who have 

access to this service but those living in rural areas of the province cannot avail of this.  Those who 

have limited writing and computer skills are even more disadvantaged.  

This research project aims to equip this underrepresented group by providing a learning 

platform that not only links people with literacy tutors but also provides them with the tools to 

continue to study online.  In order to do so, participant’s computer skills and technological ability 

will be assessed using in-depth interviews with rural Newfoundlanders and Labradorians.  Based 
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on findings from these interviews, the researchers hope to populate a user-friendly, accessible and 

free of charge learning management system (LMS) with the NLLLC’s learning materials. 

The primary goals of the pilot phase of this research project were to assess and modify, if 

necessary, the interview questions, interviewee recruitment process, interview techniques and 

overall research methodology.   

2. BACKGROUND 

Newfoundland and Labrador has the highest number of working-aged people without a high 

school diploma at 15.7% compared to the national average of 11.5% (Literacy and Institutional 

Services Division Advanced Education, Skills and Labour, 2018).  With 60% of the population of 

Newfoundland and Labrador living in rural areas, the opportunity to further their education is 

challenging.  For many, learning online may be their only option. To offer education to those living 

in rural areas we need to provide them with an effective online learning tool.  However, online 

learning may be challenging for many people since it relies heavily upon literacy skills; i.e. writing 

and computer skills.  NLLLC offers free literacy training for adults in the form of one-to-one 

tutoring in a face-to-face environment. Currently NLLLC reaches about 100 people across the 

province, however, only in areas where there is a literacy council, leaving rural Newfoundlanders 

and Labradorians unserviced.  By equipping people with the skills to participate in NLLLC training 

online, participants may develop the skills they need to further their education through online 

learning opportunities.  

Identifying the barriers and solutions to online learning that exist for rural Newfoundlanders 

and Labradorians who have limited writing and computer skills, the goal of this research project is 

to improve educational outcomes for individuals as a means to then gain successful employment by 
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offering online education using a free learning management system such as Moodle or Google 

Classroom.  

3. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Before piloting the interview guide, we conducted a literature review. For brevity, we note 

the key findings in this pilot phase report; however, the complete literature review will be included 

in the final research project report. 

Key Findings  

Much of the literature about online learning highlights its flexibility and unique limitations. 

However, research does not identify barriers to online learning that exist for those who cannot type 

or write well-structured sentences and paragraphs. This is important because online learning relies 

heavily upon writing and keying emails and messages. By considering the needs of learners with 

low writing and computer skills, we can create a more inclusive learning environment at any level. 

Digital immigrants – those who did not grow up with the internet – must become adept at 

participating in online learning as more and more colleges, universities, and corporations are 

shifting toward this approach to learning, training, and development. Recent Census data reports 

that Newfoundlanders and Labradorians are lagging behind in the following areas:  

• 15.7 % of those aged 25-64 do not have high school certification compared to 11.5% 

nationally  

• 8% of those aged 25-34 do not have high school certification which is about the same as 

the national average of 8.7 percent  

• 17.2% of those aged 45-54 do not have high school certification 

 • 23.75 of those aged 55-64 do not have high school certification (Government of 

Newfoundland and Labrador, 2016)  
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Among other things, the literature indicates that lack of social interaction is the often-

repeated barrier for students who study online. Even articles that focus on the role of faculty and 

course design, all indicate that social interaction is key to success. While real time, or synchronous 

interaction is often beneficial in providing social interaction, it is also a hindrance if it impedes 

upon the flexibility of studying online. This is important to keep in mind as we continue our 

research because NLLLC training is a real-time learning opportunity.  However, content delivered 

online may also be available for participants to explore on their own. Ultimately, this research 

project aims to identify barriers for learners with low writing and computer skills so that they may 

further their education from their own homes via online learning.  

4. DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

Design 

Using a qualitative approach, with semi-structured interviews to gather data, allowed the 

researchers access to the participants to explore the “depth, detail and individual meaning” (Patton, 

1990, p. 17). In her book, Qualitative Researching, Jennifer Mason (2002) highlights some of the 

strengths of qualitative interviews that are sometimes overlooked. She says that through a 

qualitative interview, the researcher is more able to understand:  

the texture and weave of everyday life of the participants; the understandings, experiences, 

and imaginings of research participants; how social processes, institutions, discourses or 

relationships work; and the significance of the meanings that they generate. Ultimately, this 

phenomenological approach will lead to a better interpretation, and consequently a better 

understanding of the experiences, of the participants of the study. (Merrigan et. al, 2012). 

Guided by Memorial University’s policies and procedures for conducting research, the 

researchers presented their project idea to potential participants in settings where they normally 

gather, i.e., adult basic education classrooms, work preparedness training, and the like. 

Participation forms were distributed to the entire group but were designed in a way that the process 

of filling out these forms did not identify anyone who agreed to be contacted for an interview).  
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Participants who agreed to be interviewed were provided with the information and consent form 

and given the opportunity to withdraw. Both the participation form and the information and consent 

form were approved by the Grenfell Campus Research Ethics Board (MUN), the information and 

consent form provided potential participants with the researchers’ contact information giving them 

the opportunity to consent, withdraw, or ask further questions before they consented to an 

interview. The information and consent form also ensured the participants’ anonymity and 

confidentiality are protected. 

The function of this pilot phase was to examine the criteria for selecting potential 

participants and to evaluate the effectiveness of the interview guide. This pilot phase analyzed the 

data collected through interviews with participants and used a qualitative approach by completing 

one-on-one interviews. Participants are learners with low writing and computer skills living in rural 

areas of the province and were identified and recruited with input from NLLLC and the Going the 

Distance Research Project Steering Committee.  The pilot phase will look at outcomes of the 

interview guide and recruitment methods in order to inform the main research project. 

The research instruments were designed to bring about conversations with participants in 

hopes of learning the following: 

1. The educational background and goals of participants are used to determine if 

participants were suitable candidates for this research project. It is also important to know this 

because it may illustrate whether or not the individual plans to pursue further education.   

2. The past learning experiences of participants and whether these positive and/or negative 

may describe participants’ experiences that impacted their education. This data will highlight any 

positive or negative impact their previous educational experience may have had on their continuing 

education.  
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3.  Their knowledge of online learning may give insight into how they view online learning 

as advantageous or disadvantageous.  Knowing participants' awareness of online learning will help 

us understand whether or not the participants distinguished between formal and informal online 

learning. For example, there would be a disconnect in the conversation if the researchers are 

referring to online learning as a way to gain high school or college credit while the participants 

view online learning as a way to get access to information for immediate use such as “looking up 

how to build a shed”. Even if we learned they had little, or no knowledge of online learning was of 

value since it gave us insight into how to conduct our conversations with participants.  

4. Knowing the participants’ current familiarity and use of technology will help determine 

course design and delivery of the NLLLC curriculum in an online environment. 

5. Knowing what the participants identify as their barriers to online learning, such as 

financial strain, family and work commitments, level of education, etc. will help identify solutions 

to overcoming these barriers.  

6. Understanding the learning styles of participants will help guide the teaching methods 

used in design and delivery of the online learning content. For example, participants may say they 

prefer learning by listening to a lecture, watching a video, or performing at hands-on activity, as 

well as group discussion.  

7. Gaining an understanding of what supports are needed to accommodate participants’ 

learning, such as large text, hearing assistance, etc., will help ensure content and delivery are 

accessible.   

Methodology 

The following steps were taken to help the researchers test and revise, if needed, an effective 

interview guide for the main research project.  The steps taken to achieve this were as follows: 
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Step 1:  Determine the Interview Questions 

The interview questions were constructed to answer the research question: What are the barriers to 

online learning that exist for rural Newfoundlanders and Labradorians who have limited writing 

and computer skills and how might these be overcome? The questions were designed as open-

ended questions relating to educational experiences, use of technology, and knowledge about 

online learning.  

Step 2:  Review the Interview Questions The Steering Committee reviewed the initial interview 

questions and feedback was brought forward. This process was helpful in narrowing down the 

questions and revising them so that they focused on the research question.  

Step 3:  Recruitment and Selection of Participants 

To find subject participants, we used a multi-pronged approach using social media, traditional 

advertising (i.e. newspaper, radio, and cable television), participant referrals, posters in local 

businesses and employment preparation offices. We also availed of personal contacts and the 

Steering Committee. Members of the research team will travel to rural areas of Newfoundland and 

Labrador to meet with subjects to complete one-on-one interviews. 

Although a mass email was completed with the project brochure attached, it received zero 

responses. Discussions at the Steering Committee meetings led us to community agencies such as 

Discovery Centres, Community Youth Networks, Community Education Networks, YMCAs, as 

well as institutions offering Adult Basic Education – DieTrac and Keyin. The researchers called 

these organizations and asked to present to their students and clients. This allowed direct access to 

potential research participants. We chose not to use PowerPoint to present but instead relied upon a 

conversational approach. Following the first presentation at Discovery Centre in Harbour Grace, we 

learned key words and ideas to add or avoid during recruitment. For example, the word interview 
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was avoided because it can be perceived as stressful. We also emphasized that the two researchers 

presenting to them are the only two people who would contact them and conduct their interviews. 

They would not be contacted by someone whom they had not met. Special emphasis was given to 

ensuring their anonymity and confidentiality and that participation was totally voluntary. Before we 

left a room of potential participants, we often felt a rapport had been established.  

Step 4:  Pilot the Interview Guide 

The interview guide was piloted using the first six interviews. This practice gave us confidence in 

our interviewing techniques. Because the questions were open-ended it allowed for a natural 

conversation. For example, depending on the responses of some participants, we realized that the 

phrase “online learning” may need to be replaced with “taking a course on the computer”.  

Step 5:  Conduct Data Analysis 

Because we knew little about the research participants, we used an inductive coding method which 

is appropriate to this form of exploratory research. The first step was to find any references to the 

subjects’ names and replace these names with a participant number. Participants were now referred 

to as Participants 1 through 6. The second step was to read through the data collected from the 

participants to become familiar with it and to get an idea of what the overall data looked like. We 

annotated our transcripts of the six interviews and recorded broad code names for future reference. 

These code names included: barriers, online learning, rural, limitations, writing, reading, computer 

skills, goals, finances, teachers/instructors, course design, social, transportation, and mental health. 

The third step was to code each transcript line-by-line coding as many words as possible, placing 

them under the broader code names identified above. As an example, the phrase “I have anxiety so 

if I had a computer, I could do my work from home”, was coded under barriers, limitations, social, 

and mental health. Last, we categorized our data by putting similar codes into the same categories. 
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This was done in order to find any overarching themes in our data. From the initial six sets of data 

used for this pilot, we felt finances, connection to an instructor/teacher, and transportation were 

common barriers. We also discovered that though participants were not experienced in online 

learning per se; they all used YouTube to teach themselves a new skill.  

Step 6:  Report on Modifications  

We discovered that the use of our interview guide not only identified barriers but also revealed rich 

data about what would be needed to create a suitable online course for our target population. No 

modifications to the interview guide were required. 

5. LESSONS LEARNED 

Rapport building in a very short time (twenty minutes or less) is extremely important. 

After our first presentation, we made the following adaptations: 

○ We changed the word “interview” to “conversation” or “chat”. 

○ We wore casual clothing. 

○ We used people’s names as quickly as we could learn them. 

○ We did not carry briefcases, laptops, or recording devices into the presentation. 

○ The researchers’ definition of online learning is sometimes different than the 

participants’ definition.  

We learned that transcribing the data immediately following an interview was key to 

capturing any subtle nuances as well as broader messages. It also meant information was not lost in 

the note taking practice. For example, a long pause before answering a question may be lost if not 

noted and captured in the transcribed document.  
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We also learned that the one-to-one interview process became a comfortable environment 

for participants to share their past learning experiences, especially any negative or long-lasting 

impacts. For example, many would describe the reasons why they never received their high school 

diploma.  Both researchers agree that this was a humbling and rewarding experience for them both.  

6. CONCLUSION 

The results of the pilot phase suggest that the researchers are on track to achieve the primary 

goal of this research project.  The results seem to suggest that there may be solutions to several 

barriers to online learning that exist for rural Newfoundlanders and Labradorians who have limited 

writing and computer skills.   The initial multi-pronged recruitment strategy, including a mass 

email with the project's brochure attached, proved unsuccessful.  Direct contact with various 

community agencies leads not only to the initial six interviews for the pilot phase, but the complete 

set of interviews required for the project.  Thanks to the guidance of the Steering Committee, the 

use of open-ended interview questions proved to be a successful strategy.  As such, few 

modifications to the interview questions were necessary.  The researchers soon discovered that 

establishing rapport with the interviewees early on in the discussion was critical to obtaining 

reliable and valid data, thus several modifications to the presentation style were adapted and 

successfully implemented.   These initial findings seem to support the barriers identified in 

literature.  Barriers such as money, access to a computer, negative former learning experiences and 

technological skill level all appear to obstruct online learning for rural Newfoundlanders and 

Labradorians.  Therefore, further research into this subject is necessary so the problems for this 

group of online learners can be better understood, and thus solutions developed. 
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Appendix E: Usability Recruitment Script 

 

 

Usability Recruitment Script 

My name is Kelly Taylor-Hulan. I am the lead researcher for the Going the Distance research 

project.  The project is being conducted by Newfoundland and Labrador Laubach Literacy Council 

and funded by Newfoundland and Labrador Workforce Innovation Centre. Todie Winter is the 

research assistant.  

We are interested in finding out what is preventing rural Newfoundlanders and Labradorians from 

learning online; especially those with limited writing and computer skills. 

The project has been approved by an ethics board at Grenfell Campus, Memorial University of 

Newfoundland.  

In the session you will be asked to complete tasks in an online course, tell us your thoughts about 

this, and complete a questionnaire.  This is to test our platform not your skills. This session will 

take about one (1) hour to complete.   I will have a consent form for you to sign before we begin. 

We are looking for people to participate in the sessions.  With your permission, I would like to 

email you a consent form with the details and contact information to help you decide about 

participating in this study.  

There is an honorarium for participating in this study.   

We are available to answer any of your questions now or during the session. 

Thank you for your time. May I call you in two or three days to see if you’re interested in 

participating? 

By providing your email, you are consenting to being contacted by the researchers at which point 

you can decide whether or not to participate. 

 

Name:  __________________________________________________ 

Phone:  __________________________________________________ 

Email:   __________________________________________________ 
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Appendix F: Usability Informed Consent Form 

 

Going the Distance: Equipping Rural Newfoundlanders & Labradorians With the Abilities and Skills to 

Succeed in Online Learning 

  

Informed Consent Form (Usability) 

  

The purpose of this Informed Consent Form is to ensure you understand the nature of this study and 

your involvement in it. This consent form will provide information about the study, giving you the 

opportunity to decide if you want to participate. 
  

Researchers: This study is being conducted by Kelly Taylor-Hulan and Todie Winter. We are employed by 

NL Laubach Literacy Council and funded by NL Workforce Innovation Centre.   
  

Purpose: The study is designed to identify barriers to online learning that exist for adults living in rural 

Newfoundland and Labrador who have limited writing and computer skills. The results will be used to write 

a report as part of the requirements of our contract with NL Workforce Innovation Centre. 

 Task Requirements:  

You will be asked to complete a series of steps in an online lesson during which you will be asked closed 

and open-ended questions that measure the effectiveness and efficiency of the online learning platform. You 

will be asked to complete a short questionnaire immediately following your use of the platform. 

Duration: The session will take approximately one hour to complete. 

Risks and Benefits: There are no known risks because no identifying information will be used during the 

session nor collected or reported.  

Anonymity and Confidentiality: Your responses are anonymous and confidential. 

Right to Withdraw: Your participation in this research is totally voluntary and you are free to stop 

participating at any time.  You are not obligated to answer any specific question/s or complete any task/s 

even if you participate in the study. You can opt out of participating at any time without any sort of penalty 

by simply ending the session. Data from the sessions and questionnaires that are not fully completed will not 

be used. If you volunteer to participate in the session, you will have up to two (2) weeks after the date of the 

session to withdraw from the study.   
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Contact Information: If you have any questions or concerns about the study, please feel free to contact us 

at kellytaylorhulan@gmail.com or tfwinter@gmail.com or our project manager, Margie Lewis at 

laubach@nf.aibn.co  
 

As well, if you are interested in knowing the results of the study, please contact us or Ms. Lewis after 

February 28, 2022. 

This study has been approved by an ethics review committee at Grenfell Campus, Memorial University of 

Newfoundland and has been found to be in compliance with Memorial University’s ethics policy. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

I acknowledge that I have been informed of, and understand, the nature and purpose of the study, and I 

freely consent to participate. This Informed Consent Form will be placed in a separate envelope to ensure 

anonymity. 

  

  

mailto:kellytaylorhulan@gmail.com
mailto:tfwinter@gmail.com
mailto:laubach@nf.aibn.co
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Appendix G: Usability Instrument 

 

Going the Distance Research Project 

Usability Testing Instrument 

 

Step 1: Go to http://laubach.znanja.com/lms/portal 

Step 2: Key in your user credentials. 

Step 3: Locate Laubach Way to Reading – Level 2, Lesson 1 and click “Begin”. 

Step 4: Researcher says: Welcome to Laubach Way to Reading 2. Today, you will begin book 2. 

In this book, you will have a lot of practice on the short vowel sounds that you learned in the first 

book. You will also learn how a few new consonant sounds. The book and this program will help 

you learn how to sound out new words for yourself. 

Researcher: Points to the words on the screen, “Laubach Way to Reading”  

Step 5: Begin lesson by clicking on the button that says: I. Reading Chart, Page 6 

Researcher: 

● Say: The title at the top tells the lesson number. Please read it. [S: Lesson 1.] 

● Do: Using mouse, point to the lesson number. 

Researcher: 

● Say: In the top left-hand corner is the vowel that this lesson is about. 

● Do: Using mouse, point to the large i at top left 

● Say: What is the name of the vowel? [S: i]. Good. 

Researcher: 

● Do: Using mouse, point to the word in. 

● Say: Here is the key word for i that you had in the first book. Please read it. [S: in]. 

● Do: Using mouse, point to i under in.  

● Say: What is the sound for i  in the word in? [S: /i/.] Good. 

 

 

http://laubach.znanja.com/lms/portal
http://laubach.znanja.com/lms/portal
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Researcher: 

● Say: In this lesson, you will have many words with the vowel sound /i/. We call /i/ the short 

sound for i. Later you will learn its long sound. 

Researcher: 

● Say: This chart has four columns. 

● Do: Using mouse, point to column 1 

● Say: The first column has a picture. 

● Do: Using mouse, point to column 2 

● Say: The second column has the word for the picture. 

● Do: Using mouse, point to column 3 

● Say: The third column has the word written in a special way to help you sound it out.  

● Do: Using mouse, point to column 4 

● Say: In the last column, you see the word again with its correct spelling as in column 2. 

Line 1 

Columns 1-2 (picture and word) 

Researcher:  

● Do: Using mouse, point to column 1 

● Say: The picture is here to give you a clue. You may not be able to tell exactly what the 

word is from the picture, but it will give you some idea. You may not need to look at the 

picture at all for help. You may be able to sound out the word. 

● Say: Look at the first picture, and then look at the word next to it. 

● Do: Using mouse, point to the picture and then to the word, Miss. 

● Say: If you looked at just the picture, you might think it is a woman or girl. But when you 

look at the word and see what letter it begins with, you’ll know it isn’t woman or girl. What is 

the word? [S: Miss.] (If S. is not able to give the word, help him sound it out by referring to 

column 3.) 

● Say: You had the words Mr. and Mrs. in book 1. Miss is also a title used with a name. That 

is why it is written with a capital M.  

Columns 3-4 (word respelled and word printed again) 

Researcher: 

● Do: Using mouse, point to column 3 

● Say: Listen to the word Miss. 

● Say: What letter stands for the first sound? [S: M.] 

● Say: What letter stands for the vowel sound? [S: i.] 

● Say: What letter stands for the last sound? [S: s.] 
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● Say: Usually, only one s is used for the sound /s/. But sometimes double s is used at the 

end of a word. In this column, the two s’s are put close together to show that they stand for 

one sound. Listen to the word again: Miss. How many sounds are the word? [S: 3.] 

● Say: Say each sound as I point to the letter or letters for the sound. 

● Do: Using mouse, point to each letter, allowing the student to say each. [S: /m/.../i/.../s/.] 

● Say: In sounding out a word, try to hold on to one sound until you make the next. Slide the 

sounds together to make the word. 

● Do: Using mouse, point to column 4 

● Say: Read the word again. [S: Miss.] 

 

Step 6: Go to the next page by clicking the Next button. 

Step 7: Click on and say each of the words in the column. 

Step 8: Go to the previous page. 

Step 9: Go ahead two pages to the last screen in the series and click Finalize.  

Step 10: From the Main Menu, open the lesson, “I. Reading Story: Page 7 (A Ring for Kim) 

Step 11:  

Researcher: 

● Say: Ask S. to read the story title. 

● Do: With the mouse, point to ring in the chart if they need help with that word. Ask them if 

they remember Kim’s last name from book 1. 

Researcher: Help S. sound out each new word. For getting, cover all but get, remind S. that he 

had this word in book 1, and ask him to read the word. Then have him read getting. Remind him 

that the two t’s stand for one sound. 

Researcher: 

● Do: With the mouse, point to paragraph 1 

● Say: Read this paragraph to yourself and find out who the girls are. [S. reads silently.] Who 

are the girls? [S: Miss Jill Hill and Miss Kim Hill.] Please read the paragraph aloud. 

Step 12: Go to the next screen 

Step 13: Click on the words to hear how they sound. 

Step 14: Go to the next screen 

Step 15: Click on the words to hear how they sound. 
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Step 16: Go to the next screen 

Step 17: Read through the story paragraph by paragraph and answer the first question. 

Step 18: Check to see if your answer is correct  

Step 19: Go to the next screen 

Step 20: Finalize this section and go to the Main Menu 

Step 21: From the main menu, go to II. Skills Practice  

Researcher: 

● Say: Most of the new words in the story have the vowel sound /i/. Click the sound button to 

hear two words, one of them has the vowel sound /i/. Then click on the word you think has 

this vowel sound. 

Step 22: Listen to the two words and then select the one containing the vowel sound /i/. 

Step 23: Check to see if your answer is correct.  

Step 24: Complete the remainder of Practice 1 exercises. 

Step 25: Complete all the Practice 2 exercises. 

Step 26: Complete all the Practice 3 exercises. 

Step 27: Complete all the Practice 4 exercises. 

Step 28: At the end of Practice 4, click Finalize to go back to the Main Menu 

Step 29: From the Main Menu, go to III. Writing 

Step 30: Skip the Writing Lesson page by clicking Next to go to the Homework page. 

Step 31: Skip the Homework page by clicking Next to go to the Extra Exercises page. 

Step 32: Click on the sound icon to hear a word. Then drag and drop the letters to write it. Spell 

the word “big” and then check to see if it is correct. 

Step 33: Spell the word, “Miss” incorrectly by dragging and dropping the letter’s M-i-s-n and then 

check to see it is correct. 

Step 34: Drag and drop to spell the next 4 words and then go back to the Main Menu. 
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Appendix H: Usability Test Questionnaire 

Going the Distance 

Usability Test Questionnaire 

Attributes 

Website Look/Feel 

5 = Strongly Agree 1 = Strongly Disagree 5 4 3 2 1 n/a 

Overall look of the site 5 4 3 2 1 n/a 

Site has a good balance of graphics vs. text 5 4 3 2 1 n/a 

Screens have the right amount of information 5 4 3 2 1 n/a 

Homepage is attractive and attention-getting 5 4 3 2 1 n/a 

Overall site is attractive 5 4 3 2 1 n/a 

Site’s graphics are pleasing 5 4 3 2 1 n/a 

Typography (lettering, headings, titles) is attractive 5 4 3 2 1 n/a 

Information is easy to read 5 4 3 2 1 n/a 

Website Organization/Navigation 

When I got lost during navigation, my mistakes were easy to correct 5 4 3 2 1 n/a 

It is easy to find my way around the site 5 4 3 2 1 n/a 

I can get to information quickly  5 4 3 2 1 n/a 

It is easy to remember where to find things 5 4 3 2 1 n/a 

Website Content 

Site is well-suited to first-time visitors 5 4 3 2 1 n/a 

Site is designed well for Laubach Way to Reading Level 2  5 4 3 2 1 n/a 

Site is well-suited to repeat visitors 5 4 3 2 1 n/a 

Information is written in a style that suits me 5 4 3 2 1 n/a 

Site’s content interests me & would keep me coming back 5 4 3 2 1 n/a 

Homepage’s content makes me want to explore this site further 5 4 3 2 1 n/a 
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Screening Questions: 
 

 
1. What’s your highest level of education? 
2. Do you have access to literacy training? 

 

Post-test Questions: 
1. How satisfied were you with the flow of the site? 
2. Which features did you find the most appealing/ease of use? 
3. Which features did you find least appealing/hard to use? 
4. Have you used a similar platform?  
5. When you logged on did you know where to begin? 

 6. Would you like to continue using this site? 
 7. What would stop you from using this site? 
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Appendix I: Dissemination Plan 

 

Dissemination Plan 

 

Outcomes 

 

The goal at the end of this research project is to maximize its impact and to capture and 

communicate those impacts as widely as possible. The final report will be published on the NLLLC 

website. To that end, the research results will be communicated to: 

• NLLLC board members  

• The research project Steering Committee 

• research subjects 

• online education professionals 

• the teaching with technology community 

• attending and presenting at conferences, where applicable/available, to network and 

share ideas   

• gather feedback from survey/evaluation 

 

Key Messages 

 

 

• Newfoundland and Labrador has the highest number of people without a high school 

diploma. 

• About half the population of the province live in a rural area and therefore have limited 

access to education. 

• People without a high school diploma have difficulty accessing education for several 

reasons:  limited literacy training, limited access to adult basic education, limited access  to 

post-secondary education 

• Online learning may be an option if it is designed to be a user-friendly, welcoming 

experience. 

• Many people lack fundamental skills needed for online learning such as typing, writing, and 

computer skills. 

• Past negative experiences with education play a key role. 

• Positive, consistent, and reliable contact with an instructor/teacher/educator is vital. 

• Good technology cannot make up for bad teaching. 

• Courses should be designed and delivered to welcome people with skills they have so they 

can leave with the skills they need. 

• The flexibility of online learning is both an advantage and a disadvantage.  
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Details 

  

Activity Audience Outcomes Timeline 

Online presentation NLWIC Prepare for Stakeholder 

Briefing  

April 8, 

2022 

Online presentation Stakeholder Briefing  To report findings  April 12, 

2022  

Online Presentation GTD Steering 

Committee 

Present final report April, 2022 

Face-to-Face 

presentation 

CNA community Build online teaching and 

learning community 

Share best practices 

April, May 

Face-to-Face 

presentation 

CYN Present findings April, May 

Face-to-Face or online 

presentation 

Department of 

Education 

Present findings 

Discuss next steps 

Build online teaching and 

learning community 

April, May  

Face-to-Face 

presentation 

ABE faculty Present findings 

Build online teaching and 

learning community 

April, May 

Face-to-Face 

presentation 

Research participants Present findings April, May 

Face-to-Face 

presentation 

Literacy 

groups/advocates 

Present findings 

Build online teaching and 

learning community 

April, May 

 

  
  

 

 

 

 

 

 


