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Abstract Resumen
Mexican institutions promoted e-learn-
ing to conclude the school year 2019-
2020. In the higher education institution 
where this study was conducted, teachers 
were not familiar with online teaching. 
In Spring 2020, teachers prepared them-
selves or with students’ assistance to teach 
online. In Summer 2020, the institution 
offered workshops to update teachers on 
Blackboard LMS, Microsoft Teams, and 
Moodle to work in Autumn 2020. After 
that training, teachers started videocon-
ferences in online synchronous sessions 
(OSSs). However, they observed that stu-
dents did not participate actively in OSSs. 
Given this contextual background, this 
qualitative exploratory study addressed 
a threefold objective: 1. To identify stu-
dents’ perceptions of active participation 
in OSSs. 2. To explore the degree of par-
ticipation in the student-teacher interac-
tion in OSSs at a higher institution, and 3. 
To identify factors affecting student active 
participation while teachers are lecturing. 
Sixteen participants with ages ranging 
from 19 to 25 years old were interviewed. 
The results showed that most participants 
consider active participation essential in 
online synchronous sessions; the level of 
participation was high, moderate, and low. 
In addition, affective, cognitive, moral 
and technical factors affected students’ ac-
tive participation. The results of this study 
are useful in shaping our understanding of 
the whole panorama that is taking place 
behind synchronous sessions. 

Keywords: e-learning, student-to-teacher 
interaction, synchronous interaction, ac-
tive participation, higher education

Las instituciones mexicanas impulsaron 
el aprendizaje en línea para concluir el 
año escolar 2019-2020. En la institución 
de educación superior donde se realizó 
este estudio, los profesores no estaban 
familiarizados con la enseñanza en línea. 
En la primavera de 2020, los maestros se 
prepararon ellos mismos o con la ayuda 
de los estudiantes para enseñar en línea. 
En verano de 2020, la institución ofreció 
talleres para actualizar a los maestros so-
bre Blackboard LMS, Microsoft Teams y 
Moodle para trabajar en otoño de 2020. 
Después de esa capacitación, los maestros 
comenzaron a impartir videoconferencias 
en sesiones síncronas en línea (SSL). Sin 
embargo, observaron que los estudiantes 
no participaban activamente en las SSL. 
Teniendo en cuenta estos antecedentes 
contextuales del estudio, este estudio 
cualitativo exploratorio abordó un triple 
objetivo: 1) identificar las percepciones 
de los participantes sobre la participación 
activa en sesiones síncronas, 2) explorar el 
grado de participación en la interacción 
estudiante-docente en sesiones sincrónicas 
en una institución superior, 3) identificar 
los factores que afectan la participación 
activa de los estudiantes mientras los pro-
fesores están dando clases. Se entrevistó a 
16 participantes de entre 19-25 años. Los 
resultados mostraron que la mayoría de 
los participantes consideran importante la 
participación activa; el nivel de participa-
ción fue alto, moderado y bajo y que los 
factores que influyen en la participación 
activa de los alumnos son de tipo afectivo, 
cognitivo, moral y técnico. Los resultados 
de este estudio son útiles para dar forma 
a nuestra comprensión del panorama que 
se está produciendo detrás de las sesiones 
síncronas. 

Palabras clave: aprendizaje en línea, in-
teracción estudiante-docente, interacción 
síncrona, participación activa, educación 
superior.
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1. Introduction 

E-learning emerged thanks to the growth and in-
corporation of technology with academic purposes 
in education. Teachers and students need to learn 
how to use Information and Communication Tech-
nologies (ICTs) and keep in mind its importance 
in education nowadays (George-Reyes, 2021). In 
March 2020, all Mexican institutions started to pro-
mote e-learning, which allowed them to conclude 
the school year 2019-2020. E-learning has some 
advantages: one of them is to work anytime, any-
where. It permits teachers and students to interact 
synchronously and asynchronously (Torun, 2013). 
Both kinds of interaction are expected to engage 
students in e-learning where active participation is 
necessary as students’ qualitative and quantitative 
participation in synchronous and asynchronous in-
teraction correlates to the course’s general perfor-
mance and the results of the final exam (Duncan et 
al., 2012). Therefore, e-learning requires interactive 
participation to exchange ideas and teacher-student 
discussion where chats are a good option to promote 
spontaneous interaction and engagement to learning 
(Davidson-Shivers et al., 2001). Ng (2007) agrees 
on the importance of interaction since it is a basic 
worthy element of the teaching-learning process be-
cause learners can communicate, get feedback and 
be corrected. Synchronous interaction facilitates 
teaching and learning since students’ participation 
and production can be supervised; also, students 
can be advised to use the language accurately and 
invited to revise and correct what they are producing 
timely (Lee, 2002). Many teachers use synchronous 
interaction because they can have discussions with 
their students, which are necessary for learning. In-
teraction between learners and facilitators is neces-
sary because they can negotiate meaning and verify 
understanding, which ends up in knowledge (Chen 
et al., 2015). 

In two previous studies done in this same institution 
in the contingency period, Juárez Díaz (2020) and 
Juárez Díaz and Perales (in press) found that teachers 
promoted online asynchronous sessions. In the asyn-
chronous interaction, teachers selected platforms such 

as Google Classroom, Edmodo, and Moodle to send, 
retrieve, store and provide feedback for students’ as-
signments. However, students did not find this kind 
of interaction convenient since they considered that 
they needed to be working in online synchronous 
sessions to verify understanding and express doubts. 
They needed their teacher presence to confirm if what 
they were doing was correct and realized whether they 
were learning. However, teachers considered that al-
though learners had many opportunities to participate 
in online synchronous sessions, student participation 
was low. In the same vein, Wang et al. (2018) found 
that student’s participation in online synchronous ses-
sions is low and interaction is negatively affected since 
students are not acquainted with each other and every 
member is strange. Other aspects that affect student 
interaction are the students’ pace and rhythm to work 
and the long lecturing time since students must wait 
until discussion is enhanced (Ng, 2007). Teachers re-
port that students shut down their cameras and do 
not answer when teachers call them out (Chen et al., 
2015; Cunningham, 2014). As Macnaught and Yates 
(2020) put it, “long periods of silence may mean stu-
dents are actively completing the set task, distracted by 
their mobile phone, have taken a bathroom break, or 
are examining the contents of their fridge!” (p. 103). 
Based on these findings, teachers of this study assume 
that their students log in to the online sessions, are not 
in the online class, and may be doing something else, 
leaving the cameras and microphones off and going 
elsewhere. This exploratory qualitative study was done 
with the purpose to identify students’ perceptions 
about active participation in synchronous classes. 
Second, to explore the degree of participation in the 
student-to teacher interaction in online synchronous 
sessions in a higher education institution. Finally, to 
identify the factors that affect student-teacher partici-
pation while teachers are lecturing.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Interaction

Online teachers can engage students in synchro-
nous classes by promoting active student-facilitator 
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interaction. It is considered “the learner’s engagement 
with the course content, other learners, the instruc-
tor, and the technological medium used in the course” 
(Thurmond & Wambach, 2004, p. 4, cited in Martin 
et al., 2012, p. 229). The student-facilitator interac-
tion is necessary to have successful learning outcomes 
(Anderson, 2003). However, in online synchronous 
sessions, this type of interaction may not be as much 
as it is necessary for knowledge construction. Students 
can modify their usual performance in online settings, 
which they manifest in face-to-face classes; some shy 
students who never participate in face-to-face learning 
have become more participative in online sessions; oth-
ers have reduced their participation in online classes in 
comparison to the face-to-face ones. Therefore, teach-
ers need to look for strategies to engage their students 
in the synchronous sessions to increase participation 
since it is essential to check comprehension and con-
struct knowledge. It is advisable to motivate students 
to turn on their cameras, so the physical presence and 
the paralinguistic language increase since both aspects 
are essential in conveying meaning when social interac-
tions occur (McBrien et al., 2009). It is also necessary 
to implement different strategies such as paraphrasing, 
summarizing, and reflection to promote participation. 
Another way to increase participation is to trace it and 
consider it an evaluation criterion (Olaniran, 2006). 

Salmon (2011) provided a model for online work; it 
consists of five elements. The first one is access and 
motivation; in this stage, teachers and students need 
the essential tools to access the online setting and 
skills to work in this kind of learning-teaching en-
vironment and be motivated to interact. The second 
stage is the online socialization stage, which eases the 
construction of rapport and bonds between teachers 
and students. Stage three is called information ex-
change, where students collaboratively share content 
information and activities. Stage four is knowledge 
construction, where students, through information 
exchanges, can broaden their personal views with 
those of their partners and teachers. Stage five is de-
velopment. Students become autonomous learners 
since they can employ and explore new learning ex-
periences with the gained information in the previ-
ous stages.

2.2. Types of interaction

Different types of interaction have been promot-
ed in e-learning, and they have contributed to stu-
dents’ learning. Moore (1989) proposed three types 
of interaction: the learner-to-content interaction, 
the learner-to-instructor interaction, and the learn-
er-to-learner interaction. In the first one, learners 
self-direct the learning process. Students basically 
interact with the content, and learning is mediated 
with it, since “intellectually interacting with con-
tent results in learners’ understanding, perspectives, 
and cognitive structures” (p. 2). The second one is 
where the instructor tests students, provides feed-
back, promotes interaction, self-direction, self-mo-
tivation, and keeps students interested in what the 
instructor teaches and motivates them to learn. The 
third type is vital since students interact among the 
group members to co-construct meaning among 
peers. Student-student interaction is more neces-
sary for young learners who can get motivated by 
working in groups. Anderson (2003) considers that 
these interactions support understanding and learn-
ing and make it possible to have fulfilling learning 
experiences. 

2.3. Collaborative work to promote student-tea-
cher interaction

Several investigations have been conducted around 
the world analyzing the student-teacher interaction 
and the impact it has had in terms of student partic-
ipation. For example, some studies have focused on 
participation in collaborative projects. In Australia, 
Simoff and Maher (2006) used a mixed-method ap-
proach in analyzing the participation of a group of 
students in collaborative design environments. They 
showed who had participated in synchronous com-
munication and the extent of their contribution in 
asynchronous communication in the collaborative 
project. Likewise, in the UK, Holliman and Scan-
lon (2006) analyzed a postgraduate student group’s 
participation when working on a report in com-
puter-mediated conferences. Their results suggest 
that active participants were engaged in rich inter-
active discussions, and they worked cooperatively 
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and collaboratively to produce their reports. In New 
Zealand, Macnaught and Yates (2020) report on 
creating online writing workshops for postgraduate 
research students using an online participation ma-
trix. This study identified five types of student par-
ticipation (from less to more demanding): observant, 
anonymous, episodic, concealed, and discursive. In 
the same vein, in Turkey, Çakiroğlu and Kılıç (2018) 
integrated social network game elements in online 
learning courses to enable students’ participation in 
online learning courses and to interact with other 
classmates and the instructor. At the same time, they 
socialized, entertained themselves and kept motivat-
ed in the learning tasks.

There are some alternatives to interact on online 
learning experiences, such as augmented reality 
(AR), which contributes favorably to the learning 
outcomes, increases engagement and commitment 
of students (Yang & Mei, 2018). When AR merg-
es with game-based learning (GBL), they favor the 
learning results. Its fusion transforms authentic world 
images into a joyful learning experience. Thus, the 
combination of AR and games becomes augment-
ed reality games (ARGs). They are fruitful learning 
tools to learn foreign languages (FLs) because every-
thing is presented in the foreign language that helps 
students become independent learners and develop 
other digital, collaborative, critical thinking, prob-
lem-solving, communicative, and entrepreneurial 
skills. ARGs have great acceptance and value in on-
line learning practices since they promote knowledge 
construction and students’ skills (Rafiq & Hashim, 
2018). Another alternative to promote online learn-
ing is artificial intelligence, for example, chatbots. It 
is considered an engaging device that helps students 
learn the language by conversing in the FL, study, 
and remind them to do tasks (Pham et al., 2018).

2.4. Online tools to promote student-teacher 
interaction

Other studies have analyzed student-teacher inter-
action, specifically in chats, instant messaging and 
videoconferencing. In Hong Kong, Wu (2017) in-
vestigated the impact the teacher’s presence had in 

synchronous chats with eight students from a Busi-
ness English program. He found that the participants 
positively perceived the teacher’s presence in a mobile 
chat project. The impact was noticed on an affective 
level as the students and the teacher improved their 
relationship and attitude; besides, the teacher’s feed-
back boosted confidence in contributing more to the 
chats. Additionally, the students recognized the im-
pact in terms of the teacher’s role as a facilitator as he 
organized the project, provoked thought, facilitated 
participation, activated learner autonomy and eased 
up the atmosphere. In the UK, Burnett (2003) col-
lected data from a monthly online chat between a 
group of trainee primary school teachers and herself 
to analyze the relationship between tutor move and 
student contribution. She found that tutor moves 
addressed social, organizational and intellectual as-
pects of discussion through online chat.

Similarly, Hrastinski (2006) investigated online par-
ticipation in a Business English class using group 
work. His study results suggest that the groups that 
engaged in conversations via the instant messaging 
(IM) system (although used differently) had a high-
er level of participation, complementing rather than 
replacing e-mail communication. Instant messaging 
was particularly used for two specific functions: task 
support and information exchange, rather than so-
cial support. Likewise, Stewart et al. (2011) analyzed 
the way the instructor and the students were able to 
interact through videoconferencing technologies. 
They found that video conferencing promoted inter-
action between the instructor and the students and 
contributed to collaborative, intellectual exchanges 
of knowledge.

More studies have analyzed the experience of both 
synchronous and asynchronous communication. In 
the USA, Park and Bonk (2007) examined learn-
ing experiences in a synchronous communication 
delivery system in a graduate course in education-
al technology. According to their findings, students 
valued instructors’ supports, multiple perspectives, 
meaningful interactions, and spontaneous feed-
back. Additionally, they found challenges regarding 
peers’ network connection problems, tool-related 
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problems, language barriers, lack of reflection, and 
time constraints. Finally, in Australia, Watson (2008) 
analyzed teachers’ perceptions on the effective im-
plementation of asynchronous discussion tools and 
the factors that affect student participation. In this 
preliminary study, she found that teachers under-
went different teaching experiences, and the learn-
ing outcomes were affected by the teaching strategy 
they had used to achieve the desired outcome. Fac-
tors affecting student participation were the student 
cohort’s characteristics, the teacher’s online presence, 
assessment of student contributions, task/activity 
structure, and clarity of teacher’s expectations.

Although this is not an extensive list of interac-
tion-related projects, the previous studies reflect the 
interest of different researchers worldwide, which 
gives evidence of the importance that student-teach-
er interaction has taken in their particular studies.

3. Method

This qualitative exploratory study was chosen because 
this type of study allows the researchers to interpret 
the study’s subjectivity (Bautista, 2011). The objec-
tive of this study is threefold: 1) It intends to identify 
the students’ perceptions about active participation 
in online synchronous sessions. 2) It explores the de-
gree of their participation in the student-to-teacher 
interaction in online synchronous sessions in a high-
er institution. 3) It seeks to identify the factors that 
affect student active participation while teachers are 
lecturing in online synchronous sessions. This study 
addressed the following research questions:

1. What are the students’ perceptions about 
active participation in online synchronous 
sessions?

2. What is the level of participation in the stu-
dent-to-teacher interaction in online synchro-
nous session in a higher institution?

3. What factors affect student active participa-
tion while teachers are lecturing?

The research assumptions of this study were the 
following:

• Students who actively participate in online syn-
chronous sessions reflect more interest in terms 
of knowledge of the topic and their final grades.

• Students who do not participate actively in 
online synchronous sessions are not attentive 
to the contents of the class.

3.1. Participants

The sampling process was voluntary, which means 
that invitations were sent to LEI students to partic-
ipate in this study, and they voluntarily accepted to 
be part of the sample (Hernández Sampieri et al., 
2014). The criteria to select the participants were 
that students were enrolled in the terms Spring 
and Autumn 2020 in the language major and had 
online synchronous sessions. The characteristics of 
the participants are the following: They are preser-
vice teachers who are studying the Licenciatura en 
la Enseñanza del Inglés (LEI) program in a major 
university in central Mexico. They belonged to 
different generations, specifically, 2015, 2018 and 
2019. They were in the fourth, sixth, seventh and 
eighth semesters at the time of the study. Their ages 
ranged from 19 to 25 years old. Ten participants 
were female and six were male. Because of ethical 
considerations, the participants’ real names are not 
revealed; instead, they are referred to as P1 (Par-
ticipant 1), P2 (Participant 2), P3 (Participant 3), 
and the like. They were informed about the objec-
tives of the study, they agreed and signed up for 
informed consent.

3.2. Instrument

The interview protocol, which consisted of four 
phases (Castillo-Montoya, 2016), was the qualitative 
research technique followed to collect the data. The 
first phase allowed us to match the interview ques-
tions to the research questions. The researchers made 
sure that the questions helped retrieve the data to 
answer the research questions. In the second phase, 
four types of questions were considered to create the 
inquiry-based conversation between the researchers 
and the participants (See Appendix A). 
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In the third phase, the interview questions were sent 
to three experts in methodology to verify the reliabil-
ity of the instrument. The first judge’s comment was 
that research question two would not be answered be-
cause in the interview questions (IQ) a question was 
missing to retrieve it. For this reason, one question 
(IQ 9) was added to the interview guide to solve that 
problem. The second and third judges indicated that 
the questions for the interview would let us gather the 
information to reach the objectives of the research.

In the fourth phase, the questions were read by a dif-
ferent student from the sample who shares the intend-
ed sample characteristics. He was asked to answer the 
interview questions; thus, understanding of the ques-
tions was corroborated. Once the four phases were 
accomplished, the interviews were conducted. Before 
carrying out the interviews, the participants were in-
formed about the objective of the study and the value 
of their responses for our study; they accepted, signed 
the informed consent, and were informed that their 
data would be used confidentially in this study.

The total number of participants was 16. Three partic-
ipants were interviewed via Microsoft Teams because 
only they accepted a synchronous interview. The av-
erage recording time was 38 minutes. The majority of 
the participants (n = 13) requested the interview guide 
to be sent through Google forms. These participants 
were sent the link via Google forms and they answered 
from the 16th to 18th of January. Then on January 
24th and 25th, other seven replies were received; how-
ever, the data did not provide any new information, 
so the new replies were not included in the study. This 
number of participants indicated that the saturation 
principle had been reached (Álvarez-Gayou, 2003). 
Once the data was collected, it was interpreted fol-
lowing the steps proposed by Gibson and O’Connor 
(2017). The data collected in the interviews was tran-
scribed, carefully read many times to be familiar with 
it and analyzed following a directed qualitative con-
tent analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). The analysis 
followed these steps:

1. Organizing the data. In this step, the researchers 
read and revised the interview guide and started to 
identify the topic, which led to answering the re-
search questions. Among them were participation 
frequency, feelings toward participation, and emo-
tional factors that influence students’ participation, 
technological problems, and connectivity problems. 
The topics were organized in a chart, so the analysis 
was easier to do and the responses for the research 
questions were obtained. Secondly, the ideas and 
topics identified were organized. 

2. Finding and organizing ideas and concepts. Here, 
it was necessary to note the similarities and differenc-
es among the data; the ideas most commonly men-
tioned among the participants were selected. Finally, 
in the comparison across participants, data catego-
ries emerged. Table 1 shows a sample of the coding 
of the qualitative data.

3. Ensuring reliability and validity in the data anal-
ysis and the findings. In order to get a valid instru-
ment, the interview questions were sent to three ex-
perts in research. Two of them belong to the Sistema 
Nacional de Investigadores (SNI); the other researcher 
has been in a research academy for seven years. Their 
comments allowed the researchers to be sure that the 
instrument would help to explore what was intended 
with the interview. Later, the researchers contacted 
some participants to ask if what the researchers had 
interpreted really reflected the voice of the partici-
pants. In that way, the researchers confirmed that the 
results were not biased, and they reflected what the 
participants meant in their replies. 

4. Connecting findings. In this final step, the re-
searchers looked for plausible explanations for find-
ings. They summarized the findings and are the ones 
presented below. Moreover, the results were com-
pared to the ones obtained in previous studies that 
explored participation in synchronous sessions and 
engagement and participation in the synchronous 
learner-to-facilitator interaction. 
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Table 1. Coding process of the qualitative data

Research question Participant responses Codes Categories Themes
RQ1. What are the students’ per-
ceptions about active participation 
in online synchronous sessions? 

“…you collaborate with the teach-
er… partners in the class….” (P13)

Collaborate Collaborative Active partici-
pation percep-
tion

RQ2. What is the level of partic-
ipation in the student-to-teacher 
interaction in online synchronous 
sessions in a higher institution?

“Almost never, I don’t consider it 
necessary” (P10)

Unnecessary Low Degree of par-
ticipation

RQ3. What factors affect student 
participation while teachers are 
lecturing?

“…ensures that the topic at hand is 
being understood…” (P7)

Understanding Cognitive Factors that 
influence stu-
dent active 
participation“I don’t participate actively in class 

when I can’t understand all, I feel 
confused and annoyed” (P4) 

Annoyed Emotional

“If the teacher asks me something 
I answer, just because I respect 
teachers” (P5)

Respect Moral

“I did not reply… I lost internet 
connection…, my computer’s mi-
crophone is not working” (P3)

Internet connec-
tion

Technical 

4. Results 

The results are presented in three sections. In the 
first section, the students’ perceptions about partic-
ipation in online synchronous sessions are shown. 
In the second section, the level of participation 
is categorized and in the last section, the factors 
that influence students’ active participation are 
displayed. 

4.1. Students’ perceptions about active participa-
tion in online synchronous sessions

Most of the participants consider participation in the 
student-to-teacher interaction to be necessary. They 
think that participation in synchronous sessions is 
vital because they stay focused on the class, express 
and clear out doubts, ask teachers questions, under-
stand and receive feedback, and get appealed and 
interested in the sessions. Students mention aspects 
necessary to interact (Salmon, 2011). Participants 1, 
4, 13, 15 and 16 mentioned the following: 

“I participate actively in online sessions when I 
have doubts.” (P1)

“I participate because most of the time I get con-
fused.” (P4)

“In this way, you collaborate with the teacher in 
the class to increase your partners’ knowledge and 
try to understand the topic.” (P13)

“Definitely it is important because if we don’t ask 
him or her, the teacher is like ‘OK, my students 
understand everything, so I don’t have problems to 
start with another topic’.” (P15)

“If you don’t act interactively you get bored, get 
distracted with your mobile or something else, so 
if you don’t participate, you don’t pay attention 
and you don’t get the topic.” (P16)

Others believe that participation is essential for their 
scores. Olaniran (2006) proposed to take participa-
tion as part of student grades to increase participa-
tion. Participants 3 and 11 commented:

“I participate because participation is important 
and required in classes.” (P3)

“I participate because I wouldn’t like my average to 
be affected.” (P11)
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Other opinions about the importance of participation 
are more conditioned to the interest of the participant 
or if the teacher requires it. One participant said: 

“I participate only when I’m asked to or if the top-
ic is of my interest.” (P6)

Other participants mentioned that feedback is im-
portant and through participation, they can get it. 
Participants 4 and 7 expressed it in this way:

“I participate because if we don’t do it, there is no 
feedback.” (P4)

 “I participate in synchronous sessions because I 
like to get feedback on my participation.” (P7)

On the other hand, a few participants consider that 
participation in the student-teacher interaction is un-
necessary unless it is graded, or because of students’ 
learning rhythm or because understanding is possible 
without participating. However, participation is es-
sential to check comprehension and construct knowl-
edge (McBrien et al., 2009). This is exemplified with 
the following extracts from participants 6, 8 and 10: 

“It is not necessary to participate actively in the 
synchronous sessions, unless it’s a requirement 
linked to the student’s grade.” (P6)

“It is not really necessary to participate because as 
you follow your rhythm you do not have to say 
anything to the others because it is a personal way 
to learn.” (P8)

“I don’t consider it necessary to participate because 
I can understand even if I don’t participate.” (P10)

These comments tend to consider active participa-
tion important in synchronous sessions. However, it 
is also noticeable that some students do not consider 
it necessary. This assumption may be linked to the 
degree of participation students have in synchronous 
sessions, described in the following section.

4.2. Degree of participation in the stu-
dent-to-teacher interaction in online synchro-
nous sessions

According to the participants’ answers, the degree 
of participation in online synchronous classes iss 

classified into three categories: high, moderate, and 
low. The first category is divided into two subcat-
egories: knowledge-gaining element and class-com-
pliance element.

Students showed highly active participation because 
they saw it to clear doubts, get feedback, interact, 
and understand. Thus active participation becomes 
a knowledge-gaining element. According to Chen et 
al. (2015), interaction between learners and teachers 
helps negotiate meaning and verify understanding. 
Some participants said:

 “I participate because I have questions.” (P1)

 “I like to get feedback on my participation.” (P7)

“I participate because in this way we keep the 
thread of the class, we have interaction, and we 
show that we’re in class.” (P12)

“I have an active participation in the class because 
sometimes the teacher explains to us but some-
times, I don’t understand the concepts or the top-
ics she is talking about, so I consider that I have an 
active participation in the class.” (P15)

Other reasons that make students participate actively 
are categorized as a class-compliance element when 
it is mandatory and considered in their final grades. 
So, the strategy to consider participation in the sum-
mative evaluation increases participation (Olaniran, 
2006). This is expressed in the following extracts:

“I participate because the participation is import-
ant and required in classes.” (P3)

 “I participate because I wouldn’t like my average 
to be affected.” (P11)

The second category is moderate, as the participants 
use adverbs such as sometimes and more or less to 
indicate their degree of participation. Students get 
into active participation when they face confusion, 
do not handle the information, or participate fast-
er than participant 14. Another cause relates to an 
interest in the class or lack of it. Regarding interest, 
teachers are trying alternatives such as ARGs (Rafiq 
& Hashim, 2018) and artificial intelligence (Pham, 
Pham, Nguyen & Cao, 2018) to engage and attract 
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students in online learning. This is represented 
with the following extracts from participants 4, 14  
and 16. 

“Sometimes I participate because most of the time 
I get confused.” (P4)

“More or less. Because there [are] classes that I 
can participate, but there are classes that I don’t 
know very well the topic, or I don’t understand the 
teacher, or the other partners answer the questions, 
and I lose my turn.” (P14)

“Sometimes. If the topic was very interesting and 
I had an opinion or something like that, I partici-
pated. But if the topic was not interesting, I didn’t 
participate or sometimes for example, if I didn’t 
know the answer, I didn’t say anything.” (P16)

The last category is low. This category is subdivid-
ed into two subcategories: i) emotions involved and 
ii) active participants involved. The first subcategory 
is exemplified with participants 9, 10, 13, and 14. 
These are their extracts:

Emotions involved

“Not at all. It depends how I feel and my motiva-
tion.” (P9)

“Almost never, I don’t consider it necessary.” (P10)

“Not much. Sometimes because I do not feel sure 
of myself, I do not like to make mistakes, I know 
that making mistakes are part of learning, but I 
could not avoid it and I prefer to pay attention and 
listen to my partners.” (P13)

“I think it depends on the student’s mood because 
when you feel sick or bad, you don’t answer, or you 
don’t participate in the class.” (P14)

The second subcategory is illustrated with the ex-
tracts from participants 2 and 8:

Active participants involved

“Not really because other students tend to speak 
earlier than me.” (P2)

“Not much because when we talk, we can bother 
the other classmates.” (P8)

To better understand the students’ perceptions about 
the degree of participation in synchronous sessions, 
Figure 1 graphically illustrates the categories that an-
swer the second research question.

Figure 1. Students’ perceptions about the degree of participation in online synchronous sessions.
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4.3. Factors that affect students’ active participa-
tion while teachers are lecturing

From the analysis, the emerging factors that affect 
students’ participation while teachers are lecturing in 
online synchronous sessions were classified into four 
types: affective factor, cognitive factor, moral factor 
and technical factor. Each type will be illustrated 
with different extracts taken from the participants’ 
responses.

4.3.1. Affective factor

The affective factor is related to emotions, feelings 
or attitudes that participants mentioned in their 
responses. While teachers are lecturing, the affec-
tive factor positively affects students’ participation, 
which can result in an improved relationship and 
attitude (Wu, 2017). Park and Bonk (2007) found 
that students valued the teachers’ support, meaning-
ful participation and spontaneous feedback from the 
teacher. Participant 4 commented: 

“Even I feel distracted by all around me, but if my 
teacher asks me directly, I answer. I feel bad that 
the teacher has no answers from anyone.” (P4)

However, the affective factor also affected the stu-
dents’ participation negatively such as affective filter 
outbreaks when the participant tried to interact. Par-
ticipant 9 expressed:

 “I don’t reply because sometimes I’m afraid to say 
something wrong or the habit that anyone else is 
going to respond.” (P9)

Some students’ attitude was negative when teach-
ers lecture so they do other things instead of being 
involved in the sessions, as Macnaught and Yates 
(2020) found. That happens when participants do 
not feel motivated to pay attention or when they 
consider that the topics are not interesting. Partic-
ipants 11, 15 and 16 said:

“When the teacher calls on me, I do not answer 
because I get distracted with other assignments, 
notifications or things.” (P11)

“I Usually get bored during the class. I do other 
things or sometimes I am eating or watching the 

news while the teacher is speaking. I get distract-
ed sometimes, but I don’t pay attention at all.” 
(P15)

“I sometimes participate. If the topic is very inter-
esting and I had an opinion or something like that, 
I participated. But if the topic is not interesting, I 
don’t participate.” (P16)

4.3.2. Cognitive factor

The cognitive factor is related to the students’ pro-
cessing of information. For some participants, it 
takes a long time to provide a reply, which means 
that they work at their own pace (Ng, 2007). Partic-
ipants 11, 12 and 14 mentioned: 

“In other cases, I don’t know what to say or add 
because I am processing the information in my 
mind.” (P11)

“Sometimes I talk to classmates about what we’re 
learning or share opinions through a chat and pay 
attention. When the teacher asks for my partici-
pation, well, when I don’t answer immediately is 
because I’m thinking what to say or even if I don’t 
have the answer, I tell the truth.” (P12)

“I try to connect the words that the teacher is say-
ing in the moment, try to reflect on it and under-
stand what he said.” (P14)

Lack of understanding also affects students’ par-
ticipation. Participants 2, 14 and 15 expressed the 
following:

“When I don’t participate, most of the time is be-
cause I don’t understand the topic, or I don’t feel 
comfortable with my answer.” (P2)

“When I don’t participate, maybe I watch my 
phone or I have other things on my mind; in my 
case I create another word, a lot of things, crazy 
things maybe. When I return to reality I think ‘Oh 
no, what is the answer?, oh God, help me’ and I 
search faster for the answer in Google.” (P14)

“Sometimes I don’t reply because I usually don’t 
have an idea what the answer is but when he asks 
me and I don’t reply I think I feel bad, sad and 
many things. Many things cross my mind and I 
don’t reply.” (P15)



Revista Caribeña de Investigación Educativa  |  2021, 5(2), 52-67

62

It is important to deal with the cognitive factor be-
cause students interact with their teachers to negotiate 
meaning and verify understanding, which results in 
knowledge (Chen et al., 2015). In the same way, feed-
back and correction can be promoted (Ng, 2007).

4.3.3. Moral factor 

The moral factor is related to the values that students 
demonstrate when they participate in synchronous 
sessions. It is worth mentioning that some students 
stay active in the student-teacher interaction because 
they respect their teacher. It is a way to show respect 
for the effort being made teaching online, as Wu 
(2017) found, students recognize that their teachers 
organized projects, provoked thought, and facilitat-
ed participation.

“Many of my teachers of this semester are doing 
their best and I think we need to participate to 
thank them, and because that makes everything 
easier. If the teacher asks me something, I answer, 
just because I respect teachers.” (P5)

“I try to take notes and pay attention to everything 
they say because they obviously know what they 
are talking about. When teachers ask me some-
thing in particular, I always try to answer to show 
my respect for them.” (P8)

4.3.4. Technical factor

According to the participants, the last factor that 
affects students’ participation in synchronous 

sessions is the technical factor, which is linked to 
connectivity problems. Park and Bonk (2007) also 
found challenges such as peers’ network connection 
problems and tool-related problems. Participants 2, 
3, 5, 6, 7 and 13 expressed the following:

 “Sometimes, I have internet problems.” (P2)

“I take notes in my notebook, but there were mo-
ments when I did not reply when the teacher asked 
me because I lost internet connection, or I was dis-
tracted because my computer’s microphone was 
not working.” (P3)

“If I don’t participate is because something is 
wrong with my internet.” (P5)

“It may happen that I don’t participate when my 
internet network is not working.” (P6)

“I always answer, if my Wi-Fi fails, then I try to re-
connect on the call and participate, explaining to 
my teacher why I couldn’t answer at the time.” (P7)

“Sometimes, I do not participate because I do not 
have a good internet connection and I do not un-
derstand the question.” (P13)

These extracts are portrayed in Figure 2, which de-
picts the factors that affect students’ active partici-
pation while their teachers are lecturing in online 
synchronous sessions.
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Figure 2. Factors that affect students’ participation while teachers are lecturing
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With the information provided in the previous sec-
tions, the three research questions that led our inves-
tigation have been answered. At the same time, the 
purpose of the study has been successfully achieved.

5. Discussion 

The first research assumption indicated that students 
who actively participate in online synchronous ses-
sions reflect more interest in terms of knowledge of 
the topic and their final grades. This assumption was 
supported with the categories active participation 
and moderate participation, which emerged from the 
analysis of the data. The participants expressed that 
they participated actively to solve doubts and under-
stand the topics, receive feedback and remain inter-
ested in the sessions. This result is consistent with 
Moore’s (1989), who considers that student-teach-
er interaction can help teachers test and feedback 
students, promote interaction, and keep students 

interested in what the instructor teaches and moti-
vates students to learn. In addition, the participants 
mentioned that they participated actively because 
they did not want their grades to be affected. This is 
also supported by prior research that advises teachers 
to bolster student participation as part of the assess-
ment process (Davidson-Shivers et al., 2001, Olan-
iran, 2006). According to the results of this study, 
the first research assumption is validated.

The second research assumption posed that students 
who do not participate actively in online synchro-
nous sessions are not attentive to the contents of 
the class. Contrary to what was expected, the re-
sults of the study do not support this assumption. 
The results of the study suggest that different fac-
tors account for the lack of participation, namely, 
affective factors, cognitive factors, moral factors, and 
technical factors. The finding of technical factors is 
also consistent with Park and Bonk’s (2007) study, 
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which found specific challenges related to network 
connection problems. Another relevant finding that 
does not support the second assumption is related to 
the participants’ learning styles. Some of them were 
grouped in the emerging category low participation 
since they expressed that they do not participate as 
much as the others. This result coincides with Juárez 
Díaz (2020) and Wang et al. (2018), who found that 
students’ participation in synchronous sessions is 
low. Nonetheless, this low participation should not 
be understood as inattentive to the class since they 
pay attention and understand the contents of the 
lesson even though they do not actively participate. 
According to the results of this study, the second re-
search assumption is not validated.

It is important to stress that due to the nature of this 
investigation, the results of the study are applicable 
to the specific sample of participants; therefore, they 
cannot be generalized to a larger population. Nev-
ertheless, the findings of the study offer support to 
both validate prior research and elaborate on those 
factors that affect student participation in online 
synchronous sessions.

6. Conclusions

After analyzing the results of this study, two major 
conclusions were reached. First, it can be conclud-
ed that the level of participation in online synchro-
nous classes in the context of this study is not bal-
anced. The three resulting categories of the analysis 
(active participation, moderate participation, and 
low participation) represent the participants’ de-
gree of participation, according to their extracts. 
Based on this finding of imbalanced degree of 
participation, one important teaching implica-
tion stands out: teachers should look for strategies 
fostering students’ active participation in online 
synchronous sessions so that the participants may 
benefit from student-to-teacher interaction, as pre-
vious research suggests (Duncan et al., 2012; Ng, 
2007; Anderson, 2003).

A second significant conclusion may be drawn 
from this study: the teaching model used in online 

synchronous sessions does not promote the stages 
that a virtual session must have: access and motiva-
tion, socialization, information exchange, knowledge 
construction, and development (Salmon, 2011). 
These stages are related to the affective, cognitive, 
and technical factors that emerged from this study. 
These factors seem to account for the lack of active 
participation, challenging the misconception that 
students are not attentive to the sessions. Some par-
ticipants reported that they understand even when 
they do not participate actively, which suggests that 
collaborative work is not valued. This poses another 
teaching implication: teachers should consider dif-
ferent teaching strategies aimed at promoting collab-
orative work in online synchronous sessions.

Upon establishing the conclusions of this study, it 
may be appropriate to suggest further research top-
ics in online synchronous sessions. First, because 
the results of this study cannot be generalized, it 
would be important to explore student partici-
pation in a different context from the one in this 
study. Second, more research regarding factors that 
affect active participation may be further explored 
in other teaching contexts to extend the theory in 
this area. Finally, in order to promote more active 
participation in online synchronous sessions, it 
would be valuable to explore new alternatives such 
as augmented reality, game-based learning and arti-
ficial intelligence.
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Appendix A

Research questions and interview questions

Research Question (RQ) Interview questions
Introductory questions
1. Do you like to have online synchronous sessions? Why or Why not?
2. How do you feel working in online synchronous sessions?
3. How do you feel with the way teachers are working in online syn-
chronous sessions?
4. When you are in online synchronous sessions, do you like to turn on 
your camera? Why or Why not?
5. How do you feel when teachers ask you to “turn on your camera”?
Key questions

RQ1. What are the students’ perceptions about ac-
tive participation in online synchronous sessions? 

6. Do you participate actively in online synchronous sessions? Why or 
Why not?
7. Do you consider it is necessary to participate actively in online syn-
chronous sessions? Why or Why not?

RQ2. What is the level of participation in the learn-
er-to-instructor interaction in online synchronous 
sessions in a higher institution?

8. Do you express your doubts in online synchronous sessions? Why? 
Why not?
9. How often do you participate in online synchronous sessions?

RQ3. What factors affect student participation while 
teachers are lecturing?

10. What do you usually do when your teachers are lecturing in the 
videoconference?
11. Do you participate in online synchronous sessions as much as you 
do in face-to-face classes? Why or Why not?
12. If you are participating less in online synchronous sessions than 
you usually do in face-to-face classes, what has discouraged your par-
ticipation?
13. If you are participating more in online synchronous sessions than in 
face-to-face sessions, what has encouraged your participation?
14 Was there any time when your teacher asked for your participation 
in online synchronous sessions, but you did not reply? If so, what pre-
vented you from answering your teacher? 

Closing questions

15. Would you like to mention something else about your general per-
formance in online synchronous sessions?


