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E-learning has increased through the years in MLIS programs, a trend that has been intensified
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Some students choose to take online classes; others have been
required to do so by the pandemic. This raises the question: Are students properly prepared to
learn online? For this study, researchers created an E-Learning Guide with resources and tips for
e-learning. Several sessions were offered during orientation for incoming graduate students in a
Library and Information Science program in the northeast United States. During these sessions,
the researchers reviewed the E-Learning Guide. Students were surveyed immediately after the
sessions and at the end of the semester to learn what, if any, resources were useful. Based on
the results, students appreciated having a synchronous session wherein the researchers reviewed
the E-Learning Guide, having specific resources to use for e-learning, and having access to a guide
with resources for e-learning.
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Centering student agency in a crisis

The ultimate onus for good e-learning classes is on the teaching faculty. It falls to them to cre-
ate content that engages and teaches, that reaches across the digital space, that addresses core
course and programmatic goals, and that prepares students for success in their subsequent
endeavors. Among its many impacts, the unprecedented global crisis occasioned by the
COVID-19 pandemic forced students and faculty to move courses online, en masse and with
little warning, shifting e-learning from the province of the often self-selected few to most
students in the United States. For those programs without existing e-learning infrastructure,
institutional focus was often on providing faculty with support in converting face-to-face
(F2F) classes into virtual offerings. Simultaneously, students need their own tool sets to feel a
sense of agency in the e-learning process (Usher & Pajares, 2008). Because most students will
have spent the vast majority of their learning years in F2F environments with a “sage on the
stage,” they also need guidance on the mechanics of how to learn in online environments.
This research examines a pilot project that provided concrete guidance for students taking
online courses, with the aim of mitigating trepidation and anxiety caused by e-learning.
These challenges were laid bare during the pandemic when online programs ceased to be an
option and were temporarily the norm. The authors created a course- and program-agnostic
tool set called the E-Learning Guide (https://slis.simmons.edu/blogs/elearningguide/) to
aid students in maintaining agency in an unexpected learning environment. While the
institution in this study has long-standing master’s programs both online and F2F, COVID
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KEY POINTS:

The prevalence of e-learning is increasing,
particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic,
and students are often expected to arrive
in e-learning spaces equipped with the me-
chanical skills to learn in non-traditional
environments.

temporarily shuttered in-person learning and
required all students to be online students.
The E-Learning Guide provided students
with steps for approaching asynchronous and
synchronous courses in addition to recom-
mendations for software and methods that
assist with organization, motivation, and con-
nection during online learning. This article

will address the motivation for creating the E-
Learning Guide, situated within literature in
library and information science (LIS) and ed-
ucation about e-learning, and survey results
from students who took part in an orienta-
tion session that introduced the E-Learning
Guide. These research findings demonstrate
that students appreciated having a syn-
chronous session wherein the researchers re-
viewed the E-Learning Guide, having specific
resources to use for e-learning, and having ac-
cess to a guide with resources for e-learning.

Providing written materials in conjunction
with live instruction that addresses the spe-
cific skills required to learn online, such as
those that help structure work plans for
asynchronous classes or develop routines
to remain engaged in synchronous digi-
tal lectures, help students feel a sense of
agency in digital classes.

LIS programs can prime students for success
by helping them to acquire e-learning me-
chanics prior to their taking any e-classes.
This priming can help students manage
their e-classes while also increasing sat-
isfaction by demonstrating the care and
social presence of the LIS program.

Literature review: E-learning in LIS
For consistency, we will use the term e-learning to refer to the process of taking classes where
the faculty and at least some students are not geographically co-located and where their
interactions are mediated by digital technology. This could mean courses where faculty and
students interact in real time via a video or audio platform such as Zoom, Microsoft Teams,
Blackboard Collaborate, or others. Such courses are usually deemed synchronous. E-learning
also refers to courses in which students engage with materials, such as pre-recorded lectures,
web tutorials, and moderated discussion forums, on their own time and without live inter-
action. These latter courses are often termed asynchronous courses. Both such methods, as
well as other combinations of synchronous and asynchronous pedagogy, fall under the larger
category of e-learning, which is sometimes also called distance learning or online learning,
among other terms. In using the term e-learning, the authors aim for expediency and are
not advocating this term as preferable or exclusive of these other terms (Singh & Thurman,
2019).

E-learning programs have existed in LIS for more than two decades (Jackson, 2009).
As a result, there is a considerable body of literature that examines topics under the um-
brella of e-learning, such as student success and perceptions; conversion of F2F programs
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into e-learning programs; use of moderated discussion forums; efficacy of asynchronous
pedagogy; levels of interaction between students, programs, and faculty; and why students
choose online programs. Findings conclude that not all students, even digital natives, come
equipped to learn online, whether because of difficulties with learning management tech-
nology or because of the increased need for self-regulation in e-learning environments
(Jackson, 2009; Burnett, Bonnici, Miksa, & Kim, 2007; Oguz, Chu, and Chow, 2015). As
Burnett etal. (2007) note, “[t]echnology is just the medium” (p. 24). It is this role as medium,
as infrastructure, that often makes it difficult to understand what education technology
platforms are doing, and, more specifically, what they are doing for students and how they
mediate interactions between student, faculty, and institution.

LIS-specific literature on e-learning points to a number of trends, in both the research
about e-learning and the practices of teaching online courses. Generally, the literature
indicates that asynchronous classes and programs are more studied than synchronous, while
blended or hybrid courses seem to be the most successful in terms of satisfaction and student
outcomes (Farooq & Matteson, 2017; Kazmer, 2007; Moreillon, 2015). Satisfaction is often
measured from student self-reports, and outcomes are measured by grades and graduation
rates. The audience for the interventions described in the literature is frequently teaching
faculty: Discussions about increasing social presence, moderating discussion forums to
achieve higher levels of understanding, or limiting group work are pedagogical steps that
teachers can adopt (Dow, 2008; Moreillon, 2015; Stansberry, 2006). While explicit audi-
ences are not often named, another target group of stakeholders for the LIS literature on
e-learning is administrators. Recommendations about ways to increase student satisfaction
or explorations about why students choose an e-learning program over a F2F program
imply an audience of administrators looking to improve student outcomes or increase
enrollment.

These trends repeat in non-LIS literature about e-learning. Studies such as Joosten and
Custatis’s (2020) work on student preparedness return to common themes such as orga-
nization, familiarity with technology, motivation, and socialization, among others, using
quantitative methods to examine the impact of each factor on student success. This notion
of online learning readiness appears frequently in both scholarly research about e-learning
and existing e-learning guides for students found on academic/student advice sites and
university websites (Indiana University, 2020; Joubert, 2020; Minnesota State CAREERWise,
n.d.; Park & Yun, 2018; Sloan, 2013; Yu, 2018). Many other studies focus on student per-
ceptions of their classes and their online programs overall (Baker & Moyer, 2019; Henry,
2020). A common concern in e-learning literature is the question of student retention, as
online programs and e-learning courses specifically have measurably higher attrition rates
compared to on-the-ground programs (Abdous, 2019a; Russo-Gleicher, 2014). Importantly,
research by Russo-Gleicher (2014) and Guethler (2019) indicates that faculty and students
find e-learning to be harder than traditional F2F learning despite the common misconcep-
tion that e-learning is easier. That some institutions, pre-COVID, restricted e-learning to
upper-level students or students with higher GPAs is an additional tacit acknowledgment
of the challenges of e-learning.
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Other studies focus on faculty and what they can and should be doing. The changes
wrought by the COVID-19 pandemic have spurred the publication of articles on the impor-
tance of e-learning (Alqahtani & Rajkhan, 2020; Henderson, Houston, Peterson, Shakeel,
& West, 2021). The majority of the recommendations and findings are aimed at interven-
tions that can be made on the part of the faculty, in terms of moderation approaches in
asynchronous forums or distance socialization faculty can engage in and foster for students
(Banas & Wartalski, 2019; Miller, MacLaren, and Xu, 2020; Park & Yun, 2018). These
recommendations make sense, as faculty ultimately engage in the most front-facing labor
roles as experienced by students. Therefore, the faculty have a great capacity to create a more
positive e-learning experience for students via pedagogical approaches. However, some
scholars have argued that because e-learning takes more self-regulation than traditional F2F
learning, one cannot overlook the roles that student self-regulation and self-efficiency play
in both participant satisfaction and outcome (Banas & Wartalski, 2019; Shea & Bidjerano,
2012). Part of this calculation is student familiarity with the technologies that undergird
e-learning. The frequent assumption is that younger students, so called “digital-natives,”
would be able to transfer their digital skills in areas such as social media to the learning
environment, but research on e-learning success demonstrates that age does not play this
kind of role in who succeeds in learning online (Abdous, 2019a, 2019b; Gasser & Palfry,
2008). Rather, Abdous’s research demonstrates the importance of academic self-efficiency,
or ASE, including how students feel about their online classes and how well they feel able to
navigate the technologies used to create the e-learning experience. Part of this stems from
the recognition that some external factors that affect student success in e-learning, such as
family/work/life commitments and a student’s individual readiness to manage the higher
cognitive load and self-regulation needed for e-learning courses, are difficult for academic
institutions to both measure and influence (Guethler, 2019).

The original provocation for the authors’ E-Learning Guide pilot project was sim-
ple, driven by the exigencies of the COVID-19 pandemic. The authors sought to create a
how-to guide that functioned in a manner similar to Miriam Sweeney’s (2012) ubiquitous
and timeless guide to reading in graduate school. The E-Learning Guide would present
concrete tips for students, constructed in response to anecdotal stories that faculty were
sharing about students who claimed they could not learn in e-learning environments; these
anecdotes touched on their own students as well as on friends and family members who
were in educational programs. The Guide took shape at its current scale, a program-level
intervention rather than part of any individual class, when it became clear that the best
structure at the authors’ institution for reaching large numbers of students was to present
the materials as part of the new student orientation/welcome program. Existing literature
on program-level interventions in e-learning details what kinds of things students like about
e-classes: less group work or the ability to take classes without relocating, for example
(Dow, 2008; Oguz et al., 2015). The literature focuses less on what supports can be put in
place to help students adapt to the online learning environment in general, once enrolled,
and how programs can scaffold' student entry into e-learning environments. This research
seeks to begin addressing this gap by exploring student preparedness and helping students
to cultivate their self-motivation and self-efficiency in a way that supports the growth of
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their mechanical skills, their capacity for taking online classes, and managing their digital
presence in schooling and professional environments. In non-LIS literature, a body of work
examines the impact of online learning orientations (OLOs) and what impacts these have
on student success. Research into OLOs in e-learning environments frequently centers self-
paced, asynchronous programming (Alperin, Gaydos, & Phillips, 2020; McGowan, 2018;
Sanute & Butt, 2019). OLOs offer modules on topics ranging from simple technical skills
like logging in to the learning management system (LMS) to mocking up work schedules
for a sample syllabus for time management practice (Alperin et al., 2020; van Rooij & Zirkle,
2016). OLO programs range from voluntary, where students elect to attend some events,
to credit-bearing, where students receive transcript hours for participation. Qualitative
feedback from faculty suggests that these programs should be mandatory (Russo-Gleicher,
2014).

These OLOs fall under the larger, umbrella category of student onboarding. Within
the context of higher education programs, student onboarding helps socialize students in
the program and institutional environment. Onboarding consists of multiple, on-going
sessions, events, and supports, including items such as orientations, welcome days, and
preparatory programs. Onboarding teaches students about what to expect of a new program
of study; how to adjust to the new learning environment; the expectations the program has of
them; the experiences of other current students and alumni; how to find and access courses,
resources, and services on campus; program selection; and post-program career/graduate
school guidance. Such sessions provide a plethora of information to prepare students for
beginning a program, and often much more (Complete College America, 2020; Jenkins,
Lahr, and Pellegrino, 2020). The majority of orientations for new students take place at the
beginning of the semester and can lead to information overload due to the sheer amount
of content covered in a relatively condensed period of time (Sandoval-Lucreo, Antony, and
Hepworth, 2017). Additionally, orientation sessions usually include introductions to several
services on campus that may not coordinate and can lead to students having to go to multiple
areas to get answers to their questions (Jenkins et al., 2020; Richards-Schuster, Ruffolo,
and Hiltz, 2019). While programs at universities and colleges prepare for orientation, some
institutions are rethinking and redesigning the onboarding process for students to expand
beyond the traditional scope of orientation, in part to cut down on information overload.
The need to change onboarding is obvious, and several institutions have taken steps to
make improvements for students (Complete College America, 2020). The larger outcomes
for changing student onboarding are to help students be better prepared to navigate their
journey as students with the proper assistance (Richards-Schuster et al., 2019). For higher
education institutions, student onboarding should provide students with the tools and
services needed to learn how to be undergraduate and graduate students (Kopko & Griffin,
2020).

In terms of scale and the topics covered, the E-Learning Guide is akin to some of
the OLOs and onboarding measures. What makes it different is the focus on mechanical
skills to support students in becoming online students. This approach borrows from some
existing research in covering topics like the challenges associated with scheduling and
time management, but goes into further specifics about how to approach different types of
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e-learning courses. In the following section, the authors discuss the motivation and
approach for creating the E-Learning Guide.

Method: New ideas built for e-learning

In the spring of 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic required rapid changes to learning envi-
ronments. While the authors’ institution has a long-standing asynchronous online degree
program, participation in e-learning classes was previously voluntary. The pandemic moved
all classes online for approximately four-and-a-half terms (partial spring 2020; summer
and fall 2020; spring and summer 2021). Against this backdrop, the authors embarked on
a project to aggregate and curate existing e-learning resources to help students manage
this new academic experience. Many institutions and e-learning companies had e-learning
guides that predated the pandemic, and many more created such resources in response to
the unexpected move online during COVID shutdowns.? At the outset, the authors began
by looking at these resources to see if there were already tools that were fit for purpose or if
one could be fashioned from a combination of existing resources. Early in the pandemic,
web searches for e-learning tips and guides, including synonyms such as “online learn-
ing” and “distance learning,” yielded guides by universities and colleges as well as guides
from companies that provide educational advising services; online courses and certificates;
and education marketing companies. The guides took the form of text-based websites,
quizzes, and YouTube videos. These existing guides were often designed for students con-
templating online classes, and many included self-checks meant to prepare students for
e-learning by assessing their skills in areas like time management and self-motivation (see
Minnesota State CAREERWise, n.d.). Such guides pre-dated COVID-19 and covered recur-
ring themes including the challenge of staying motivated, making connections with peers
and faculty, staying organized, and time management. Guides suggested software programs,
productivity methods, and approaches to arranging work space. However, suggestions from
pre-COVID guides were frequently impractical under pandemic conditions. First, the many
sites that had guides or quizzes meant to enable students to assess whether they were ready
for e-learning were largely moot: During the pandemic, most students did not have the
option of F2F classes. Recognizing the impact of ASE and students’ feelings about their
competence on their experience in an e-class, the authors felt that quizzes/sites that might
indicate a student was not ready for e-learning would be counterproductive in a time where
e-classes were not optional. Second, guides included suggestions such as plugging into
ethernet for connectivity stability; working while children are away in school; dedicating
a home office; major purchases like new computer equipment, desks, and chairs; smaller
purchases like office accessories including cheerful decorations; and working in libraries
and cafés to change scenery. Such suggestions appeared off-putting during the pandemic,
when many students were working on small gadgets without ethernet ports; when children’s
schools were closed and caregivers were dealing with lack of access to respite care; when
people were sheltering with others in non-ideal physical setups; when affordable computers
and office supplies were difficult to acquire because of supply-chain disruptions; and when
many students were struggling with loss of income. Finally, the guides often name-checked
challenges with motivation and time management but lacked concrete tips about how to
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manage these challenges. This project was not started as a response to COVID-19 but rather
as a tool to provide students with more realistic tips and advice for taking online courses
under any circumstances.

Consequently, the authors concluded that there was not an existing tool that would
serve the desired purposes. The authors created a text-based web guide that highlights some
basic mechanics of online learning, drawing from existing popular and academic literature,
while ensuring that suggestions would work with many of the pandemic-era circumstances
students were facing. The authors decided the E-Learning Guide would offer concrete
steps to approaching the challenges of staying motivated and organized for online courses.
The E-Learning Guide speaks to specific skills for asynchronous and synchronous courses,
recognizing the differential outcomes from these different approaches as illustrated in the
literature (Farooq & Matteson, 2017). The materials were first aggregated into a space within
the LMS provided by the institution; however, institutional technological limitations meant
that students are not guaranteed persistent access to LMS-based materials. Thus, the content
was migrated to a publicly available WordPress site. The additional benefits of this change
were that the Guide is now both low-bandwidth and open access, meaning people outside
the program and institution could access the Guide, as could those with limited internet
connectivity or those working with smaller internet-enabled devices (phones and tablets
instead of laptops and computers). Faculty unaffiliated with the authors at other institutions
and in other countries have reported sharing the Guide with students by linking to it in LMS
and syllabi. One student in a live session shared that these resources were helpful to their
high school-aged child, who was also dealing with e-learning during the pandemic.

Given the stressful nature of the pandemic crisis, the site was designed to be calming
and features a gif that acts as a breathing regulator, a feature that students noted in surveys
they used throughout subsequent semesters. The Guide begins with an acknowledgment of
the added stressors of the COVID-19 pandemic and follows with sections on best practices
for taking asynchronous and synchronous classes, as well as general university socialization
tips. Best practices include suggestions for staying on top of course work for different types
of work time availability, such as tips for those who work in short snatches of time and
separate recommendations for those who do all their coursework on a single day of the
week. For those in courses with live video or audio components, the Guide includes tips
about how to care for physical health while sitting through long videoconference sessions.
The site also includes separate sections with a list of websites and software applications to
help with things like scheduling, note taking, motivation, and distraction minimization; a
section with short YouTube-based videos on creating work habits to do schoolwork at home;
and a section with links to articles about e-learning tips.

In addition to creating the WordPress site, the authors conducted video Zoom
sessions where they presented the materials contained in the E-Learning Guide to students
(see Figure 1). The format of these sessions was largely read-aloud: Two faculty read through
the various sections of the Guide, highlighting the types of materials contained therein and
some examples. These live sessions covered the following topics:

* an acknowledgment of the conditions of learning during COVID;
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How to use this guide

This guide was created to provide SLIS students with tips and resources for online learning. There are tips and resources for
taking asynchronous and synchronous courses. Additionally, there is content on time management, studying, participating, and
staying organized while taking online courses. This guide will be available throughout your time in the program at Simmons.

Figure 1: A screenshot of the E-Learning Guide

Note. The rings on the bear figure expand and contract to provide a guided-breathing tool. Bear
animation credit: Yashinta Tania Putri and Nadia Putri Nabila, https://lottiefiles.com/22223-bear-
calm-breathing

* tips for taking asynchronous classes;

* tips for taking synchronous classes;

* general learning best practices;

* suggestions for staying connected and managing isolation;

* anoverview of tools, videos, and articles to help with time management, organization,
and motivation; and

e common scenarios that come up in e-classes, and faculty perspectives on how to deal
with them.

Students registered to attend the live sessions and were sent a survey after the sessions.
Additionally, participants from fall 2020 and spring 2021 were surveyed in January 2021
and May 2021, respectively, to assess the usefulness of the Guide and the live session after
a full semester of e-learning. The surveys assessed student feelings about e-learning, the
E-Learning Guide, and their experiences with an all-online semester, taking their overall
comfort with traditional F2F learning environments as a baseline. Feedback from fall 2020
was used to make updates to the Guide and live session for spring 2021. This research is
inductive in nature and seeks to address the following research questions:

RQI: How do students feel about e-learning during the current COVID-19 pandemic?

RQ2: What tools are and are not helpful in helping students to feel empowered to
manage their own e-learning experience?

RQ3: What types of tools and systemic support can a university provide to give students
a sense of agency in relation to fully online learning experiences?

RQ4: How do tools or supports impact a students perception of their e-learning
experience?

This study is important because many supports that exist for online instruction take the
form of academic studies aimed at faculty engaged in curriculum development; workshops
and webinars by universities and private companies to help develop online teaching practice;
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and student how-to guides from popular e-learning websites or university websites. Most
research is not aimed at students, and many guides are not optimized for COVID-19. The
authors hypothesized that by providing students with concrete tools to address the most
commonly mentioned critical issues for students in e-learning (time management and mo-
tivation) and by providing them an environment for expressing their concerns and hearing
their anxieties validated by faculty (the live sessions that accompany the Guide), it would be
possible to provide a measure of agency to students that would improve their perception of
the outcome of an unanticipated semester of online study. This research constitutes a pilot
study for future work related to onboarding e-learning students.

This pilot was conducted with new students in a two-year® graduate professional pro-
gram in library and information science at Simmons University, a small, private, urban
liberal arts college. The population of the program is predominantly White/non-Hispanic;
as of fall 2019, students self-reported as 4.2% Asian/Asian American, 1.4% Black/African
American, 0.2% Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, 5.6% Hispanic/Latinx of any race, 1.1% other,
4.2% two or more races, 79.7% White (non-Hispanic/Latinx), and 83% White of any
ethnicity.* The population is predominantly female: incoming students in spring 2021 self-
reported as 78.6% female, 17.9% male, and 3.6% not reported. New students entering the
program in fall 2020 and spring 2021 were offered the opportunity to attend a live video
conferencing session introducing the E-Learning Guide as part of welcome week activities.
Approximately 30-40% of incoming students attended at least one of the welcome week
sessions; over the course of this study, the 279 students matriculated in the fall and 113
in the spring. Of these, 75 students attended voluntary sessions introducing the e-learning
guide. Of those 75 students, 47 students started surveys about their experience with the
guide and the live sessions; 42 completed a survey. Students were asked a mixture of
Likert-scale questions about their comfort with two main types of e-learning structures:
synchronous/hybrid online courses and asynchronous online courses. In this case study, the
synchronous and hybrid courses consisted of materials such as syllabi and readings shared
through an LMS (Moodle) and required live sessions conducted via online video conferenc-
ing (Zoom). Asynchronous courses were conducted entirely via Moodle and made heavy
use of pre-recorded videos (Panopto); instructors in asynchronous courses are forbidden to
require attendance at live Zoom events, although many instructors offered non-mandatory
live sessions for particular topics. Because all courses were online during the course of this
research project due to the COVID-19 pandemic, students were also asked about whether
they had intended to engage in e-learning courses prior to the onset of the pandemic.

Results: Potential impact and significance

A total of four surveys were conducted over the course of two semesters. These surveys
evolved over time to address changes related to the pandemic situation, and in response
to answers given in previous surveys and response rates. No incentive was given for survey
participation. Table 1 contains the results of the Likert-scale questions that appeared in some
of the pilot surveys.
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Table 1: Quantitative survey results

Question Surveys # Respondents Answer choices Responses
Have you taken an 1,3 17 Yes 9
online class before? No 8
Before the current 1,3 17 Yes 7
health emergency, did Maybe 4
you anticipate taking No 6
an online course this
semester?
How do you feel about 1,2,3,4 37 Very comfortable 8
taking online Somewhat comfortable 10
asynchronous Neutral 5
courses? Somewhat uncomfortable 13
Very uncomfortable 1
How do you feel about 1,2,3,4 34 Very comfortable 10
taking online Somewhat comfortable 15
synchronous or hybrid Neutral 6
courses? Somewhat uncomfortable 3
Very uncomfortable 0
How do you feel about 1,3 17 Very comfortable 12
taking in-person Somewhat comfortable 1
courses during a Neutral 1
non-COVID Somewhat uncomfortable 2
emergency? Very uncomfortable 1
Do you feel 2,4 21 Same as before 4
about online courses Better 15
after a semester fully Worse 1
online? Other 1
Did you use any 1,234 43 Yes 39
resources from the No
guide? Did you find
anything useful in the
guide?
Did you find the 1,234 27 Yes 20
resources helpful for Maybe 5
e-learning? No 2
Were the live sessions  1,3,4 22 Yes 20
helpful? No 2

RQ1: How do students feel about e-learning during the current COVID-19 pandemic?

Survey results showed that most of the students were either unsure about e-learning or
not planning to take online classes before the pandemic, while the overwhelming majority
expressed high levels of comfort in F2F learning environments. Students were more uncom-
fortable with the prospect of asynchronous courses than synchronous/hybrid courses. The
results from this study show that while some students felt uncomfortable about taking online
courses (asynchronous and synchronous), attending a session where the faculty researchers
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went over the E-Learning Guide did provide students with resources they could use for
taking online courses.

Additionally, students were able to identify resources that they could use for orga-
nization, time management, and so on. Not surprisingly, loneliness was identified as a
concern for students taking classes online, and worries about isolation came up repeatedly.
One student pointed out the limitations of technology in noting that there is “no app” to
cure isolation and loneliness. In response, the authors have continued to add non-app-
based connectivity suggestions to the E-Learning Guide, focusing on study groups and
e-participation in campus clubs. At the authors’ institution, participation in student groups
was traditionally limited for non-local students. The reorientation of such groups during the
pandemic enabled some student groups to explore ways to include more participants online.
As the COVID-19 pandemic leads to a new normal, it remains to be seen how helpful such
suggestions are in mitigating the isolation some e-learners experience; similarly, as clubs and
professional association groups return to in-person activities, they will need to navigate a
hybrid space between local and non-local students.

Despite the challenges and anxiety occasioned by pandemic shifts, most students
felt better about the prospect of e-learning after the end of one fully online semester.
Furthermore, several reported actively thinking about how to approach future e-classes.

RQ2: What tools are and are not helpful in helping students to feel empowered to
manage their own e-learning experience?

In surveys, students shared the tools and supports that they found helpful from the
E-Learning Guide. These included

¢ Qutlook/calendars;

o study tips;

* mental health tips;

* tips on how to do asynchronous classes online;

e [Pomodoro method] timer;

* OneNote (note-taking app);

* Momentum (distraction minimizing/productivity app);

¢ Lucid Chart (visualization/chart making app);

* navigating the differences between synchronous and asynchronous classes;
* suggested videos;

* suggested articles/websites, e.g., Renstrom (2015), Sweeney (2012);
e the aggregation of helpful apps;

* OneTab (distraction minimizing app);

* Forest (distraction minimizing app);

¢ the [breathing] bear [gif]; and

* asingle website that contains links to all these tools.

Although the surveys gave room for students to express what aspects of the Guide and
live sessions were not helpful (questions with no/maybe/other options and follow-up short
response prompts), no respondents utilized these options. Most students who answered
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survey questions expressed positive affect toward the Guide and live sessions, and the
authors acknowledge that this is a selection bias, as people with positive feelings toward
the Guide were more likely to respond to the survey than those who did not use it, given the
lack of incentives and the optional nature of the live sessions.

RQ3: What types of tools and systemic support can a university provide to give
students a sense of agency in relation to fully online learning experiences?

The overall goal of this pilot project was to provide students with a tool that would enable
them to take some charge of their own learning experiences in a time when pandemic
conditions stripped students of some of the agency they normally have in choosing course
modalities. When students were forced online, this agency was lost. While the surveys
did not ask questions specifically about agency, the responses to numerous questions ad-
dress this issue. The surveys suggest that a significant proportion of respondents were not
planning to take e-classes before the university announced that its terms would be fully
remote during the 2020-21 academic year. In the end-of-term follow-up surveys, students
were asked how they were preparing for future semesters of e-learning and what they
would do differently after a full semester of e-learning experience in their current graduate
professional program. The free text answers hint at the common difficulties students face
when engaging in e-learning. Students reported future approaches such as “More organized
note taking, better self scheduling”; “I am re-thinking my physical area, mostly. Getting a
cushion for my chair, thinking about back support!”; and “getting familiar with software
programs.” One student noted,

Definitely planning ahead more. | think setting interim deadlines and sticking to them
was a challenge for me this semester. Procrastination was a huge barrier to productivity
without spaces like the library to keep me accountable. | am going to try to get in touch
with a study-buddy for accountability. Also, going to professor’s office hours more might
have helped. Group projects were helpful since they did keep me accountable to a great
degree. | think periodic reviews of the e-learning guide would be helpful, especially nearing
the end of the semester with final projects.

After a full semester of e-learning, another student was looking very specifically at their
plans for the upcoming term, saying, “I am trying to plan ahead, but none of my classes have
provided any information yet so that makes planning hard. I am taking three asynchronous
classes this semester, and so I'm very worried about isolation and school consuming my
life. The latter I had hoped to fix by planning ahead. The former I am trying to work out a
plan to study frequently with my friends from college to help mitigate isolation. I am hoping
that [student] organizations ... will be more active this semester as well.” This quote points
to the lack of agency students have been experiencing as e-learners during COVID. That
students specifically name-check the E-Learning Guide and the tools it recommends as ways
to prepare themselves and their personal physical and social environment demonstrates that
the E-Learning Guide helps them cope with and manage those extrinsic success factors of
home life and motivation that institutions and faculty struggle to account for in working
toward student success, satisfaction, and self-efficiency (Guethler, 2019).
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RQ4: How do tools or supports impact a student’s perception of their e-learning
experience?

A key finding of the pilot was the benefits of hosting live sessions to walk students through
the resources for e-learning. While the institution provided such live guidance around gen-
eral university services, in the form of welcome week sessions covering topics like picking a
concentration of study, accessing university resources like the office of accessibility services,
or where to turn for library or technical support, any guidance on how to be an e-learner
previously took the form of an asynchronous LMS space. While some students may prefer
e-learning, or, in the case of COVID-19, when there is no other option, students benefit
from some synchronous sessions or tutorials where both staff and faculty provide advice,
tips, and resources. These interventions do not have to be costly or complicated. In this
pilot, the faculty in live sessions read select content from the E-Learning Guide aloud to
students and students responded positively. Students said, “It was great to have someone
talk about the resources—and then have them written out as well so that we could re-visit
points and links” and “putting all that I'd read into context verbally” was helpful in preparing
to start e-learning. Students noted that the live session where faculty acknowledged the
challenging reality of the current situation helped them to feel like faculty were there for
the students and aware of what students were facing: One student noted, “I thought it said a
lot about the attitude of the instructors at the institution during the pandemic and instantly
made me feel very supported and welcome.” Live sessions also covered common e-learning
scenarios that were gathered from anecdotal feedback from students and faculty. These
scenarios included missing little posts and labs in asynchronous courses and the perceived
awkwardness around attending digital office hours. One student said in response that it
was helpful, “to hear how normal anxiety is about keeping up with assignments.” Another
pointed out that hearing about office hours was “visceral” and it would help them approach
faculty in future. This finding was significant especially when viewed alongside the many
students who name-check going to office hours more frequently as part of their plans for a
better future e-learning experience in survey short-response questions.

Future work section and conclusion

The E-Learning Guide aims to support students’ e-learning skills regardless of the specific
content of an individual class, while simultaneously maintaining a focus on students as
learners rather than as imagined digital natives or consumers. The program-level approach
that centers mechanical skills not only provides students with tools to foster their agency
and self-efficiency; it also has the potential to benefit faculty who, increasingly, are asked
to do more with less. Educational concerns are meta-concerns: They happen in the fields of
education, pedagogy, and teaching, and within every other academic discipline. Aggregating
the findings and best practices across multiple academic disciplines is challenging as a result.
Previous e-learning research, and the resultant pedagogical recommendations, was often
aimed at specific classes and content areas. This disperses the ways in which students can
gain the skills to be effective e-learners and online workers and leaves students reliant on
the e-classroom practices of individual instructors. This approach to teaching e-learning
mechanics has material impacts on learning time when faculty must re-teach technological
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and e-learning skills within each individual class, resulting in a partial and fragmented
experience for students. Removing some of this mechanical work from within classes opens
time for important skill and community building.

Further, even within a single program of study, different faculty will rely on differ-
ent types of technology to support learning in both e- and F2F classrooms. The rush to
create online learning provisions in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic intensified this
deployment of large numbers of educational technologies, with classes suddenly requiring
the use of several digital tools all at once, such as LMS like Moodle, Canvas, and Compass;
social/communication tools such as Slack and Discord; communal annotation tools like
Perusall and Hypothes.is; white boarding tools like Miro and MURAL; video conferencing
tools like Zoom, Skype, and Blackboard; and video-making and -sharing tools like YouTube,
Panopto, and even TikTok. Teaching students to navigate and integrate instructional tech-
nologies is a need that will persist beyond the pandemic as these tools become permanently
embedded into learning processes.

COVID-19 did not create the challenges associated with the often unreflexive incorpo-
ration of tools and apps into learning environments. The pace and scale of pandemic-related
changes laid bare the many e-learning issues that still need systematic research and solu-
tions. COVID-19 highlights many issues that have been ignored in terms of inadequacy
of approaches to e-learning. The E-Learning Guide was created out of a larger need for
better tools to help students taking courses online rather than simply as a response to
COVID-19. Furthermore, this research represents a pilot at a single institution. As such,
it includes limitations stemming from both the small number of respondents as well as the
limited demographic representation of students at the researchers’ institution. Insufficient
onboarding exacerbates existing challenges to racially and financially minoritized popula-
tions, regardless of prior academic preparation (Goyette & Mullen, 2006; Porter & Umbach,
2006). Simultaneously, retention rates in online programs tend to be lower than traditional
F2F programs, irrespective of population (Russo-Gleicher, 2014; Stocker, 2018); retention
rates between online and F2F students at the authors’ institution varies from near parity
in some years to a 23% gap in other years, with online students always having the lower
retention rate. The role of scaffolded instruction on the mechanics of e-learning deserves
further attention as a possible corrective to retention rates.

This project began as an expedient to help students during an unprecedented crisis. It
quickly became a pilot for broader research on effective graduate student onboarding that
will teach students to be e-learners. Most students will have come from formal learning
environments that included explicit instructions on how to be a student, for example early
childhood education programs that teach children the mechanics of writing with a pencil or
sitting with peers on a rug. This type of explicit instruction is much less common for teach-
ing students how to be online students, even though the literature suggests that e-learning
brings with it many challenges that students cannot automatically address with existing
learning or technological skills. One finding from this pilot was the benefit of live instruction
that structured student interaction with support materials. Frequently, the default for online
orientations has been asynchronous. For example, the University of Michigan School of
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Social Work implemented massive open online courses (MOOCs) as part of the school’s
orientation for graduate students, which then functioned as a course designed to attract a
global audience interested in understanding and learning about the foundations of social
work practice in the United States (Richards-Schuster et al., 2019). The perceived benefits
of the flexibility of asynchronous education abounds, yet the lack of structure in such envi-
ronments is an acknowledged challenge, borne out by the anxiety students expressed about
asynchronous courses in particular in the pilot surveys. In Complete College America’s 2014
report, psychologist Barry Schwartz notes, “Smart institutions aiming to increase comple-
tion will offer students choice, to be sure. But the choice will be within well-defined limits, or
constraints, so that the path to success is clearly marked” (Complete College America, 2020).
Future research must examine how light-touch human interventions, such as the read-aloud
of resources, can impact student success and satisfaction. The pilot suggests a distinct
benefit arises from this fairly low-cost solution. Such avenues deserve further exploration
as colleges recover from the financial hit that many suffered through as a result of the
pandemic.

This study shows that LIS educators need to rethink preparation for online students.
What knowledge do students have about e-learning? Where are the gaps in learning? How
can LIS programs adjust their graduate student onboarding processes to adequately scaffold
for the needs of their students? Currently, there is insufficient literature addressing these
questions, and they are legitimate questions especially since the prevalence of e-learning
continues to increase. The goal of this research is to create a tool to help to address some
of the anxiety that students may have about e-learning, provide useful resources about e-
learning, and provide tips and advice for faculty and LIS programs. While more research is
needed, this work suggests that LIS programs can prime students for success by helping them
to acquire e-learning mechanics prior to their taking any e-classes. This priming, via the
Guide in conjunction with live sessions, not only sets students up to do better in managing
their classes but also increases satisfaction by demonstrating the care and social presence of
the LIS program.
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Notes

1. In this context, scaffolding, whether in brick-and-mortar settings or e-learning, begins with understanding
students’ prior knowledge and meeting them where they are, contextualizing their learning, and providing
them with relevant tools and structure to teach desired content-based outcomes. Specifically, scaffolded
e-learning aids teachers in meeting learning targets while fostering progressive, active engagement and
self-driven learning.

2. See, for examples:

® student tips at elearningindustry.com

® faculty tips at Colgate University’s teachwhereyouare.colgate.edu

71% of students complete their degree in two to three years at the authors’ institution.

4. From https://www.simmons.edu/academics/colleges-schools-departments/schools- departments/slis/about/
diversity-inclusion.

e
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