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Abstract

Disadvantaged students have, historically, underperformed in comparison to non-
disadvantaged students (DofE") with the COVID-19 pandemic further widening it (EPI?).
The case study in this project (the Multi Academy Trust) wanted to bridge the attainment
gap between these sets of students through evaluating practical methods of raising
achievement in the school’'s Post 16 Disadvantaged students, who were on average,
almost half a grade behind their counterparts in every subject.

The authors initially investigated the use of online education platforms to
supplement the learning of disadvantage learners in their cohorts, with staff and students
trialling each programme before a decision was made to purchase a package.
Considering the recommendations of staff and students, funding was used from the UK
government’s 16-19 Tuition Fund, bursary and the Uniconnect programme to purchase
four platforms: (1) Massolit, (2) Future Learn, (3) Uplearn and (4) SnapRevise that
students would access to improve their grades. By the end of the study, the
disadvantaged cohort at Post 16 outperformed the non-disadvantaged by a third of a
grade.

The results were significant enough to suggest that it is worth pursuing further; the
average grade achieved by the disadvantaged cohort was a C+ compared to the non-
disadvantaged students’ average overall grade of a C.

The findings from this case study indicate that having a clear understanding of
digital poverty, how it affects the student population and what measures can be put in
place to provide an equal online learning environment for all, is key to providing
disadvantaged students with the opportunity to achieve in line with their peers. Forging
successful relationships with all the stakeholders, through training, effective monitoring

and interventions can also maximise disadvantaged student achievement.
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Introduction and rationale for the investigation

The COVID-19 pandemic significantly altered the landscape for both the e-learning
market and the achievement of disadvantaged students with the Education Policy
Institute® publishing a summary of findings that stated that disadvantaged students
experienced greater learning losses than their peers because of the pandemic. The same
report highlighted the disadvantaged grades gap widened in 2022, with disadvantaged
students behind their non-disadvantaged peers by an average of 3.1 grades over their

best three qualifications.

As lockdowns were enforced during the pandemic remote learning became the
prominent way to deliver education which facilitated a necessity for education institutions,
globally, to evolve and innovate especially in light of the exponential increase in demand
for online learning (see fig.1).

Fig. 1 More Learners are accessing online learning*
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It is also important to note that representatives of Generation Z are more adept at
using technology, which makes them more receptive to a blended approach to education
that uses e-learning platforms® which has also contributed to a rise in demand for e-

learning platforms.




Therefore, with the E-learning market forecasted to grow by 21% between 2021
and 20278, educational institutions need to adapt to the demand for online learning and
incorporate its practices in order to harness better outcomes for their students.

This study focused on a UK Secondary Academy from a Multi Academy Trust
which is based in the second most deprived Lower layer Super Output Areas (LSOA) as
per the English indices of deprivation’. There are more than 190 staff members with over
1,100 students in the Academy and is currently rated as a ‘Good’ school by Ofsted as a
result of the last inspection in 2019.

For the purpose of this study, disadvantaged students were defined as those who
were identified as being eligible for Free School Meals in any of the four years prior to
completing their GCSEs at the end of Key Stage 48. In 2022, 24% of students included in
the yearly analysis of 16-19 study programmes were classed as disadvantaged®. Area-
based deprivation, which provides additional funding from the Uniconnect programme
has also been considered when selecting the students for the project.

The gap in educational attainment between disadvantaged students and their
peers is substantial during the 16-19 phase of education. The Education Policy Institutes'©
findings suggest that disadvantaged students on average drop almost half a grade per
subject compared to their peers (See Fig 2). Although slight, this gap has been increasing
in recent years — with no national data during the COVID pandemic, it will be interesting

to see whether this gap has widened even further.
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Fig 2. Disadvantage attainment gap per qualification by type, 2017 to 2022
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The widening gap is a concern at a national level; additional government funding
to support Covid-19 catch up learning, known as the 16-19 Tuition Fund, was introduced
to try and redress the imbalance (ESFA 2022). Engagement in online learning has been
discussed as a way to address this, with researchers finding a connection between online
learning engagement and academic performance’. This contributed to Wilder et al's'
earlier study that found students whose independent time includes constructive learning
activities achieve better than those that do not engage in out of school learning. The
DfE’'s' own report into the learners’ experience of COVID documented that many
participants wanted to have sessions recorded and resources available online to be
accessed freely.

Ensuring disadvantaged students achieve in line with their peers is of paramount
importance to the success of the Academy at Post 16 level. The Covid-19 pandemic and
the closure of schools through the lockdowns had a greater impact on disadvantaged
pupils than non-disadvantaged, thus widening the disadvantage gap'®.




In recognition of this, the Education and Skills Funding Agency created the 16 to
19 Tuition fund, which allocated additional funds for students with low prior attainment
and / or economic disadvantage. With such a high number of students who qualified for
this, the academy was awarded over £10,000 in additional funding to be spent on small
groups or one to one tuition. This is additional funding, in combination with that already
given to the academy through the bursary (£12,000) and Uniconnect programmes
(£2,000), enabled the authors to research and invest in online educational platforms such
as Uplearn, SnapRevise, Massolit and Future Learn with the intention of raising the
achievement of the disadvantaged cohort. These platforms were selected through student
and teacher trials — SnapRevise and Uplearn were chosen by Science and Maths
students / teachers predominantly with Massolit and Future Learn being favoured more
by the Social Science students / teachers. Financial constraints would usually limit choice,
however funding given in light of the pandemic brought with it a broader scope and an
opportunity to investigate the use of these platforms further with the specific intention to
critically evaluate the impact of online education platforms on disadvantaged students in

the academy.

Historically, disadvantaged students (pupil premium/Free School Meals) had
underperformed in comparison to non-pupil premium students'®. The Academy in this
case study wanted to bridge the attainment gap between these sets of students as when
the target cohort (Year 13) sat their GCSE's they achieved just under half a grade worse
per subject than non-pupil premium students as outlined in table 1 below:




Table 1. The Academy’s Average Total Progress 8 Data

All -0.21
Non PP (DC: Other - Not -0.08
Disadvantaged)

PP (DC: Disadvantaged) -0.52
GAP 0.44

The growth of online Learning

Literature on digital approaches to education has been growing exponentially since
COVID-19 forced education to move onto a digital platform due to the lockdown policies
implemented by governments across the globe'. However, literature on the subject
began in earnest in the 2000s, with seminal texts such as The study of wired schools’®
and Teaching and Learning in the Digital Age'®. These texts focussed more on how
computers could be used to support pedagogy within the school environment and how
computer use in school has changed over time, but even Brown? highlighted a fourth
wave in his metaphor stating that students would begin to learn directly from the

information available on the internet.

As technology has improved and proliferated, research has moved towards
blended learning approaches that enable students to study independently and in remote
settings. This is evidenced in recent publications such as Advancing Learning within and
Beyond the Classroom?' and Blended learning: the new normal and emerging
technologies®?, who espouse the integration of face-to-face teaching and online
instruction and suggest that that results demonstrate that this approach improves success




rate for all students. With regards to Dziuban’s research, it was important to consider that
it was conducted prior to COVID and the education platforms that have evolved from it.

The speed of technological change contributes to the ambiguity when trying to
define online learning and this is perhaps best demonstrated by Singh and Thurman?3,
who produced a literature review on the definitions of online learning made between the
years of 1988 and 2018. Within this timeframe alone, they found 46 separate definitions,
thus demonstrating the inconsistencies of approach regarding defining the concept and
makes pinning down a universally agreed definition a challenge for academics.

The UK'’s regulatory body for school’s view of online learning have incorporated it
into a more holistic term: Ofsted?* expanding that it is “often known as online learning,
this is remote learning delivered through digital technologies.” In addition to this, Ofsted’s
remote education research document tries to break down the concept of online learning
further by drawing clear distinctions between synchronous and asynchronous remote
education. Synchronous remote education being defined as learning conducted live, such
as real time lessons delivered by Microsoft Teams, however, it also incorporates other
live online mediums such as chat groups, one to one discussions and live tutorials. The
antithesis of this is Asynchronous remote education, where material is prepared that can
be accessed by a student at any time. Pre-recorded videos, pdfs, online quizzes,
textbooks and tutorials are examples of digital, asynchronous education resources.

Whilst both synchronous and asynchronous remote education rely on digital
technology, there is an additional element of asynchronous remote education that does
not — the use of workbooks and paper packs that are taken/sent to the students’ home.
Which is used may be determined by practical limitations around technology, and
teachers often use a mixture of the two?. These observations that practical limitations
around technology could be expanded to incorporate access to technology in the first
instance and this brings into consideration the damaging effects of digital poverty on

raising achievement in disadvantaged students.
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The challenge when defining online learning seems to be that it is constantly
evolving. In 2002, Curtain reached a broad definition: that online learning could be defined
as the use of the internet in some way to enhance the interaction between the teacher
and the student?. As synchronous remote education blossomed through the use of
Microsoft Teams or Zoom, it is necessary to refine this definition. For the purpose of this
study, online learning will be defined as “education being delivered in an online
environment through the use of the internet for teaching and learning”?’. Online learning
is not dependent on a student’s location, either virtually or physically and the teaching
content is delivered online through platforms that supplement and enhance a student’s

learning and interactivity in either a synchronously or asynchronously.
What is an Online education platform and Digital Poverty?

An online educational platform is a webspace or portal designed for learning that
contains educational content and resources. It is a platform that provides integrated
support for creation, organisation, delivery, communication, collaboration and
assessment within an educational context?®. Such platforms can be free for use or
restricted by membership. Restricted platforms require either registration, payment or
membership of an institution to gain access. Although not widely considered as an online
education platform, social media can also provide educational benefits and there are
academics espousing the benefits of incorporating online social tools into learning
platforms as a means of raising motivation and engagement®. Conversely, there are
studies that have looked at the limitations of using social media in education. For instance,
doubts have been raised about the effectiveness of the platforms for deeper learning —
students share content and read messages, but seldom engage in debate and

questions?°,

It is important to note that although academic research on the online learning

environment is in its relative infancy, academics have already highlighted conflicting views
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regarding the benefits and disadvantages for student learning. For example, whilst Terras
and Ramsay®' extolled the benefits of repeatedly watching online video lectures to
increase learning opportunities for students, Lin and Chen3? mentioned that students
watching online video lectures might ignore important content or be too distracted to
process it. Although both studies make points that are still relevant, the fact that both
occurred before COVID, means that they will not be as effective in terms of commenting
about what is happening now as both circumstances and technology has changed.

Another key benefit of online learning is the inherent flexibility of the platforms —
anytime access to these programmes and the ability to choose the content to digest

means that they are less rigid and more accessible for students..

Viehland and Leong?* surmised that an online learning platform’s perceived ease of use
directly affects both a student’s motivation to use it and the continued use of the platform
itself. This was an important factor for consideration when setting up the project as
students needed to be comfortable operating these platforms to engage fully.

Digital poverty is defined by the Digital Poverty Alliance® as the inability to engage
and interact with the online world fully, whenever, wherever and however an individual
chooses t0%. Their evidence review pointed towards 5 determinants of digital poverty —
(1) devices and connectivity, (2) access, (3) capability, (4) motivation, and finally, (5)
support and participation. It was important to ensure that these determinants were
factored into the intervention strategies used to raise achievement in the disadvantaged
students within the cohort.

The first determinant of digital poverty, Device and Connecitivity, is concerned with
access to an appropriate internet connection, access to an appropriate device
(smartphone, laptop, tablet, desktop computer) and the availability for using it. This is the
first gateway to online learning and one that would need to be tackled for online learning

31
32
33
34
35
36



interventions to have a positive impact on the disadvantaged cohort within the academy.
Lucas et al's®” study of 1,233 school leaders and 1,821 teachers found that the proportion
of students who had restricted or no access to IT at home was 23%. More concerningly,
there were over twice as many students with no IT access in the most deprived schools
(39%) compared to schools not in areas of deprivation 19%.

These findings were further supported by Ofcom’s Online Nation report of 2021
where they found that 1 in 5 students do not have access to an appropriate device®.
Finally, Nominet's Digital Youth Index® reports that as much as 42% of young people are
not adequately connected — meaning that they are lacking in either a home broadband
connection or a computer. Further research by Parkin et al*® supported the consensus by
stating that 28% of secondary school parents lacked a stable internet connection; 32%
stated that devices were shared across the family and 26% highlighted a lack of printing

equipment.

The next two determinants — access and capability have been included together
here. Although access can relate to the availability of devices and connections mentioned
in the paragraphs above, it also relates to how a user access information on the internet.
This goes hand in hand with a person’s capability to engage in a digital world for if they
do not have the fundamental digital skills, they will continue to be in digital poverty. A
study conducted by Lloyds Bank in 2021 found that 2.7 million people in the UK lack the
ability to use the internet even though they have access for it. Furthermore, 11.7 million
were found to lack the essential digital skills for everyday life*'. One must consider that
Lloyds Bank runs a digital champion programme and may use this data and their work
here as part of a branding/marketing campaign so there may be an element of bias in
there. However, taking these figures on technological literacy into account means that
when considering digital poverty in remote education, it was important to analyse the
extent to which the students in the project were being digitally excluded due to the fact
that their parents do not have the digital skills, time or capacity to support their online
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learning*?. Parental encouragement and support in using home computers/internet for
educational purposes plays an important role in a student’s engagement in online
learning*3. For the purpose of this live project, this meant ensuring that both the students

and the parents had the necessary skills to access the online platforms.

The final two determinants of digital poverty can also be linked: motivation and
support. Lacking the motivation to acquire digital skills and/or access online learning can
often be linked to other forms of disadvantage 4. The costs associated with getting online
(equipment, broadband etc) might be the root cause of student apathy towards online
learning for example. Another issue linked to motivation to engage with online learning
was a fear of failure. The OECD reported that in every school system outside of Italy and
the Netherlands, socio-economically advantaged students reported more self-confidence
than their disadvantaged peers*®. Support and participation are seen by many as the best
way to tackle a lack of motivation and the other elements of digital poverty. 66% of people
preferred to learn from people that they trusted, i.e. friends, family, or work colleagues?®.
The project had to involve all stakeholders in order to garner the ‘buy in’ required to

maximise the effects of these interventions.
Application of the Technology Acceptance Model

To aid in the required ‘buy in’ of stakeholders mentioned in the previous section, it
was important to consider the technology acceptance model*” and how it could be applied
to the project. The technology acceptance model asserts that the acceptance of
technology is determined by the perceived usefulness and the perceived ease of use of
the technology in question. These two belief constructs help to predict a user's
behavioural intention and as a consequence, the likelihood that the technology will be

accepted*s,
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Davis intended for TAM to be a framework that would enable developers and practitioners
to consider how best to implement a new system. Fig. 3 demonstrates the original TAM
model; its popularity has been attributed to its simplicity*®. This simplicity, however, has
led to further developments of the model as criticisms centred around the subjective

nature of evaluating behavioural intentions.

Fig 3. The original technology acceptance model TAM®
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For the purpose of this study, a derivation of TAM, known as TAM 3 was used as
this provided a list of defined determinants to perceived ease of use®' that helped to
shape the approach to the introduction and management of the e-learning platforms for
the students in the study. Initial questionnaires centring around each student’s computer
self-efficacy demonstrated that the project was on fertile ground, with all respondents
confident in their ability to use a computer. It is worth noting here that other demographics
within the UK as well as people in developing nations may not be so computer literate
and as a consequence, self-efficacy would become a more significant consideration at

the planning stage of a project like this.

Nevertheless, with a degree of confidence in the student participants with regards
to self-efficacy, the focus fell upon the perception of external control and objective
usability determinants. By implementing initial training sessions for the students and their
parents, alongside timetabled lessons, the intention was to enable students to feel
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comfortable using the platforms swiftly, something that evidently worked, with 86% of
students questioned later in the study expressing their comfort with the platforms

themselves.

Ensuring that all participants had a laptop and reliable broadband connection,
alongside expert staff trained on each platform, resulted in a high level of confidence that
students would perceive the platforms to be easy to use. Bearing all this in mind, one is
inclined to agree with Maruping et al’s®? proposal that behavioural expectations should be
used to predict the acceptance of new technology, rather than behavioural intention.
Having and communicating high expectations for student use of the platforms is likely to

be more impactful when compared to students' own intentions for platform use.

Finally, results demonstrability had a significant impact on the perceived
usefulness of the platforms. Interestingly, the Uplearn platform has an A/A* guarantee if
a student completed the course and maintains 90% engagement. This was intentionally
highlighted to both students and parents when the project began. At the end of the project,
Uplearn was the platform with the highest number of engagement hours (three hours
more per student, per week compared to the second placed platform.
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Fig 4. A modified technology acceptance model developed TAM 3 by Venkatesh and
Bala (2008%3)

Voluntariness
(VOL)

Henz

Subjective Norm k
(SN) \
i Hs
Hy
v
Image
(IMG) [~
\ ] W
Job Relevance i Ustfulness
(REL) 77—’ ®U)
Hay
Hy
Output Quality
(ourt) \

He
Resull / Behavioral
Demonstrability Intention

( RES) (B

Hy
Perceptions of
External Control
PEC! \
(PEC) Hio
Computer
Self-Efficacy
(CSE) I
Perceived
Ease of USe

Computer Anxiety g
(CANX) (PEOU)

Computer | __—Hyy

Playfulness
(PLAY)

H,
Perceived / N

Enjoyment
(ENJ)

Y/

CASE STUDY METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH

For the purpose of this study, a mixed methods approach was deemed the most
appropriate with a Triangulation design being adopted. This framework was used to make
direct comparisons between the quantitative data produced by exam results, data on time
spent engaged in online learning and internal progress data, with the qualitative findings
from the student interviews and observations. Utilising this method served to legitimise
the data by fusing the differing strengths and non-overlapping weaknesses apparent in
quantitative and qualitative methods®*. A standard model for analysing the data was
adopted where the quantitative and qualitative data on the topic of online learning was

collected and analysed at the same time.
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The overall sampling strategy adopted was non-probability as there was a target
group in mind although purposive sampling, the selection of students with particular
characteristics (in this case that they were all disadvantaged students), was also applied
to ensure that the research questions were answered appropriately. As a result, the
exclusion criteria for this project were any student who was not classified as a

disadvantaged student.

For the purpose of the study, the data collected derived from questionnaires,

interviews and focus groups.

For the individual interviews within this study, it was decided to utilise semi-structured
interviews. Focus group interviews were also used within this study and these were semi-
structured too. The secondary data used in this project was published data from
government publications, the SISRA analytics package and private companies, such as

Uplearn.

Quantitative data received through questionnaires was analysed through the built-
in analytics package provided by the Microsoft Forms platform, using Excel. Qualitative

data received through the various interviews were analysed through Nvivo.

Experience of Online Learning: Student Questionnaire

The target group of 30 students were interviewed just as they were finishing their

summer exams with 100% of respondents participating.

One hundred percent of the focus group had access to both the internet and a personal
device to access it on. This ensured that all of the disadvantaged students in the study
had comparable and equitable treatment during the project as academy funding was
spent on ensuring that all had access that was appropriate to ensure that they could
participate fully®°.

Question 3 was concerned with access to a private space for study at home with
93% of respondents confirming that they did, with the remaining 7% of students lacking
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such a space. With such a high proportion of students having such a space, there could
be said to be some universality in the resources available to them in the project. In
hindsight, data accuracy may have been improved by ensuring that all had access to

some form of private space at home.

Question 4 required students to respond to the statement: “I felt comfortable using
the educational platforms to study” with 86% of the students agreeing or strongly agreeing
that they were comfortable using these online platforms. This also demonstrated a certain
universality of experience for the students involved in the project. It could also suggest
that the initial training on the programmes and the use of specifically allocated
lesson/small group intervention time to allow teachers to support these students was
successful in allowing students to access the platforms freely.

Question 5 asked students to confirm how many hours they spent on average per
week accessing their online education programmes. This data would be cross-checked
alongside the published user engagement hours on Uplearn and the weekly progress
tracker as well as the student progress and achievement data to get a clearer picture.

Question 6 focussed on how students would prefer to use their directed study time
with 55% of students believing their directed study time was best served using online
platforms; with 41% preferring to do this from home. This could relate to their growing
maturity as students — it would be interesting to see whether there is a noticeable

difference between the answers of a Year 13 student and that of a Year 12.

Conversely, question 7 seemed to counter the previous question by suggesting
that the best way to receive feedback in order to improve outcome is face to face with
67% preferring the more traditional feedback style (to be able to interact with the person
giving feedback) compared to 3% of the group who suggested that they preferred
feedback via an online platform. This personal interactivity with a teacher is still the
biggest hurdle for online education platforms to overcome and is something that students

were asked to elaborate on in the interviews/focus groups.



Question 8 asked students to confirm whether they felt that their use of online
education platforms, through this study, had improved their knowledge of subjects with
93% stating that they had improved because of these platforms.

Question 9 discussed the ways in which the online education platforms helped to
improve a student’s academic achievement. The most commonly used words in student
responses were ‘knowledge gap’ (90% of respondents mentioned this term), flexibility
(90% again) and ‘consolidation’ (the word itself or words to that effect were in 73% of all
responses). For the vast majority of respondents, it was clear that online learning was
seen as a way to address gaps in their knowledge and consolidate their learning in a
particular subject at a time that best suited them. One student’s response seemed to sum
up the experiences of many when they wrote that online learning: “helped to fill in gaps
that may have been skimmed over in class and sometimes explain concepts in a different
way. It is like having two teachers that can explain it and sometimes | understand one
more than the other.” The simile used here is an excellent way of demonstrating the
effectiveness and potential impact in raising disadvantaged students’ achievement.
Providing an alternate mode and a differing perspective/delivery of a topic aids a student’s
understanding.

Furthermore, a separate response mentioned: “being able to access these
platforms to solve any potential issue with learning without having to ask my teachers for
assistance is a large benefit that encourages people to find out a solution for themselves”.
The ability for students to access information at a time that best suits the student was
mentioned frequently as an added benefit as the author saw students who logged similar
numbers of hours on these platforms take completely different approaches to when they
accessed them — some did it wholly at home whilst others used these platforms in their
directed time. Key words in the responses to this question were also used in the creation

of the codes used to interpret the interview data through the deductive coding method.

The final question (Question 10) concerned itself with how students felt online
platforms could be best used to raise their achievement. Popular answers focused on
‘directed study’ (83% of respondents mentioned this), ‘teacher absence’ (67%) and
‘revision’ (77%). Student responses highlighted the need for direction when it came to



raising achievement through the use of these platforms. Although 83% of students
mentioned that online study needed to be directed, this figure increased to 93% when
combined with mentions of working “in tandem”, “conjunction” and “alongside” taught
lessons. An important success criterion therefore in raising achievement in this group of
students is to ensure that teachers of these subjects factor the online platforms into their
teaching to ensure that their learning is relevant and coherent with the scheme of lessons.
This is something that conforms to stakeholder theory as students needed to see the
benefits of these platforms. Teachers, therefore, play an important part in fostering a

student’s motivation for this type of learning.

One would expect students to suggest that these platforms were good for revision
purposes, especially as the students in question would have been on exam leave prior to
answering this final questionnaire. The use of online learning to cover for teacher absence
was an insightful point from students and could certainly save academies money in terms
of cover and supply staff. It was interesting that this was mentioned by students in the
same week that there was national press coverage about school absences hitting a six
month high due to Covid-19%. Eight per cent of teachers and school leaders were absent
on 7 July®’; staff and student absence in the two years that this focus group of students
went through Sixth form was significant due to Covid-19. Clearly the experience that these
students had may have led to them proposing the use of online learning to counter the
loss of learning due to absence.

Experience of Online Learning: Student interviews and focus groups

The transcripts were analysed using a deductive coding method based on the
results of the student questionnaire. 6.5% of the coverage related to students discussing
the motivations behind their use of online learning platforms. One student in the focus
group described succinctly why they were motivated to use online platforms: “So when it
comes to learning, | find online platforms useful as you can’t exactly pause a lesson to
complete your notes or consolidate your knowledge if you were unsure about it. Online

you can pause, re-watch and search for information to aid your learning instantly.” The
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ability of online education platforms to offer flexibility in terms of how students digest the
content is something that 90% of all respondents to the online questionnaire mentioned
too. These statistics seem to reinforce Houlden’s®® view, stated in the Literature Review

earlier, that Flexibility is a key selling point for these platforms.

6.5% of coverage in these responses discussed the benefits of having online
educational platforms such as Uplearn and SnapRevise deliver content specifically linked
to the syllabus that the students were studying. Two areas for development were next in
terms of which themes had the most coverage. The first linked to student observations
that the platforms weren’t as intuitive (or words to that effect) as they would have liked.
This took up 4.8% of the conversations and was summed up by one student who said:
“When I'm online and want a specific answer to a question quickly, | would just google it;
these platforms make you learn content in chunks and often | would have to go through
sections or videos | didn’t want just to get the answer | was looking for. That wastes my
time.”. The second area for development identified was the need for more live interactions
on these online platforms (4.7% coverage). Students cited the need for body language in
their interactions and feedback: “I want to see the person who is delivering a session or
feeding back — non-verbal cues help my understanding”, “body language is really
important, especially when getting feedback” These two areas certainly present

opportunities for improvement in this group of students’ eyes.

Returning to more of the positive aspects of online learning platforms, students felt
that they were distracted less (4.1%) which was commonly linked with mentions of
accessibility (3.9%) and flexibility (1.2%). 3% of the coverage focussed on discussing an
increase in engagement with online learning since COVID and 3% of the discussion
centred on how these platforms consolidate learning. Finally, in terms of what students
found most beneficial in terms of learning content on these platforms, students identified
the gamification of learning through activities and the awarding of xp (experience points)
alongside videos (1.7% of coverage). As one student noted: “/ like the idea of being
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awarded xp — it reminds me of earning achievement points on my xbox — it adds a little

bit of competition for me and my friends.”
Online education platform engagement hours

When looking at the student engagement hours with regards to the different
learning platforms, it is worth adding the caveat that only two of the platforms kept track
of the engagement data (Snaprevise and Uplearn), all other data came from the student’s
own logs. This data cannot also measure student productivity on these platforms. Future
studies may want to consider analysing the xp points earned alongside the hours spent
engaging in the platforms to work out an average xp score per hour that would suggest
productivity. With that being said, what can be gleaned from this data set was that Uplearn
logged the most engagement hours, with each student, per week averaging 13.2 hours
on the platform. The next highest was SnapRevise, where students averaged 11.4 hours.

Students engaged with Massolit for 6.2 hours per week, whilst other platforms
(Seneca, Future Learn etc) accounted for 5 hours on average per week. Massolit and the
other platforms catered for the social sciences and students spent less time on them
compared to those students using Uplearn and SnapRevise. The latter two platforms
focus mainly on the Science subjects and Maths; there seems to be an opportunity here
for further research as to why these subjects tend to see more platforms and more student
engagement online than the social science subjects.

Student engagement hours per subject emphasises the point that the Science, Maths and
IT students tend to engage with online learning more that students of the social sciences.
Chemistry (16.1 hours on average), Physics (15.8), Biology (14.2) and IT (12.2 hours) are
the subjects with the most online learning hours whilst English Literature and Geography
are the least with 5.8 and 5.1 hours respectively.

Student Progress data and exam results

The initial set of progress data when this study commenced (see Table.2)
demonstrated that there was no discernible gap between disadvantaged and non-
disadvantaged students in progress, average points and average grade. It is important to
note that the disadvantaged cohort had already bridged the -0.44 gap in progress that



was apparent in their GCSEs (data for this was in the introduction) therefore the impact
seen later needs to consider that the disadvantaged cohort was already improving.

Table 2. Final Mock Exam Results for the academy’s Year 13 cohort in January 2022,

prior to the project beginning

Non PP PP (Disadvantaged students)
Average points per entry | 30.54 30.52
Overall VA (Value Added) | -0.25 -0.23
Average Grade C= C=

The summer exam results (Table 3 below) show an improvement in the grades of
the disadvantaged student focus group. These students have, on average, exceeded their
target grades in all subjects as evidenced by the overall value-added score of 0.16. The
disadvantaged students gained close to half a grade from January and June. Their
average grade in this time went from a C to a C+ whilst the non-disadvantaged students
made a much slighter gain in Value added and remained on a C grade average from their
January data. In terms of Value Added, the disadvantaged students achieved a third of a
grade higher on average compared to their non disadvantaged counterparts.

Table 3. Summer Exam Headline figures for the academy’s Year 13 cohort, August 2022

Non PP PP (Disadvantaged students)

Average points per entry

Overall VA (Value Added)




Subject Specific Data

When looking at student performance data by subject, Value Added was seen as
the best data set to analyse. This is because the measurement is fairer — rather than
measuring on a student’s final grade®®, Value Added measures how well they did in
comparison to the grade that, students of their ability achieve nationally. Therefore,
impact can be measured on the student’s performance in comparison with their ability. It
must be noted however, that this data measures each student’s performance over the
two-year course rather than the 6-month project, so there will be several other factors that
could contribute. As a result of this, no definitive answers could be gleaned — again, this
could be explored further in future studies.

The disadvantaged group of students who were the focus of the project
outperformed their non-disadvantaged counterparts in IT (0.6 of a grade better in terms
of Value Added), Chemistry (0.93), Biology (0.18), Physics (0.95), Maths (0.13), History
(0.2) and English Literature (0.72). When comparing this data alongside the online
engagement data by subject in 4.2.1, there seems to be a correlation between those
subjects that had high student engagement in terms of hours spent online and the higher
performing subjects with regards to Value Added in the exam data. Disadvantaged
students in the Science subjects, Maths, and IT outperformed their non-disadvantaged
peers and had the highest engagement levels with online learning platforms. It is
important to note that disadvantaged students from both the History and English
Literature A levels also outperformed their peers even though their engagement with

these online platforms was less.

Contrary to the data presented, Psychology was the sixth highest subject in terms
of online platform engagement, yet the disadvantaged students performed, on average,
half a grade worse in terms of value added compared to their peers. Geography, PE and
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Sociology students also achieved less; this suggests that further study with regards to the
subjects that lend themselves to online learning platforms better would be beneficial.

Table 4. Summer Exam Headline figures for the academy’s Year 13 cohort, August 2022

Subject Value Added Non PP Value Added PP

IT

Geography

PE

Chemistry

Biology

Physics

Maths

Psychology

Sociology

History

English Lit

At an individual level, there were some significant improvements in overall grades
(See Table 5. below). Four of the five biggest improvements came in Science and Maths,

which seems to correlate with the subject engagement and subject performance data.



Student A improved their grade significantly in the five months between January and the
exams. Their online learning platform engagement for this subject was 286, which
averaged out to 13 hours per week. Student E’s improvement came with 85 hours of
engagement with their online platform. This came at an average of just over 2 hours a

week.

Table 5. Most significant student grade improvements compared to their engagement

hours with online learning

Subject Overall Online | Grade in | Final
Engagement January Grade
Hours in the
subject
Student A Biology 286 U C
Student B Maths 223 D B
Student C Physics 247 D B
Student D Physics 212 E C
Student E History 85 C A

Why is stakeholder theory so important to the success of online educational
platforms within a secondary academy?

The qualitative and quantitative data suggests that students, one of the key
stakeholders in the success of online learning platforms within the academy, engaged
with the project, thus creating more value for themselves and the academy®®. The
academy’s approach to use bursary funding to ensure that students in the focus group
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owned a personal device and had access to the internet at home was a success as 100%.
Digital poverty was also combated through the academy’s training sessions for students
to ensure that they could access the platforms for the project. 86% of students agreed
that they felt comfortable accessing these platforms and the remaining 14% responded

in a neutral fashion.

Further support for stakeholder engagement with this project can be seen through
the focus groups and online engagement hours. With 3.9% of the focus group discussions
covering the accessibility of these platforms and the online engagement data suggesting
that student engagement in these programmes was high during the project (an average
of 9.1 hours per student, per week). There is certainly room for further research on the
correlation between the number of hours spent on these platforms and the academic
results as there is some correlation between the number of hours studied in Maths, IT
and the Sciences and improved value-added scores in those subjects. For more accurate
stakeholder data, it would have been worth measuring the levels of engagement with
online learning prior to the project beginning, with specific focus on student engagement
with each subject.

Are online educational platforms effective in raising the attainment of
disadvantaged students?

Taking both the qualitative and quantitative data into consideration, the results
suggest that there is some potential for correlation between the use of online learning
platforms and an improvement in the grades of the disadvantaged student focus group.
The disadvantaged students within the focus group have reversed the national trend®' as
they have performed better than their non disadvantaged counterparts by a third of a
grade on average. The disadvantage group’s increase from an overall value-added score
of -0.23 to 0.12 equated to an almost half a grade increase in the five months that the
project ran. With an average of 9.1 hours of online platform engagement per student per
week over the same period and 93% of all students suggesting that their subject
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knowledge improved using such platforms. Again, this is clearly another avenue for future

investigations to pursue.

It is important to note however, that whilst these results suggest a correlation, there
are many factors that could also have an influence here. For example, it may have been
that students did not prepare adequately for their mock exams in January compared to
their final exams. The data collected is not a perfect predictor of subsequent performance,
especially when the exam questions and particular aspects of the topics tested were not
the same. Future studies might look to test students on the same questions/knowledge
to increase the validity of data and over a longer time period to get more of an accurate

picture.

The data from this project can be seen to concur with Almahasees et al’'s®? view
that effectiveness of online educational platforms can, in part, be attributed to the flexibility
of such platforms in allowing students to access materials at a time that suits them best.
The focus group data highlighted that the inherent flexibility within these platforms was a
motivating factor for our students, with 6.5% of the coverage relating to this topic. This
evidence is further supported through the questionnaire’s evidence that 90% of all
respondents cited it as a way that these platforms helped to improve their academic
achievement. Finally, the student engagement data seems to corroborate that the flexible
approach allows students to control their learning and improve attainment.

Further research into how the students utilise this flexibility in terms of ‘where they
access the learning’, ‘what times they access it' and ‘how they access these platforms’
would be beneficial here.

Conclusions

For institutions looking to use online learning platforms to raise attainment in
disadvantage and/or non-disadvantaged students, it is recommended that an audit of
student access to devices and the internet and their digital skills is undertaken during the
project’s infancy. This is to highlight any student who is in digital poverty so that steps can
be taken to address this in order to ensure the platforms are accessible to the students.
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It is often assumed that these students have strong digital skills just because they are
young®® and this isn’t always the case.

Engagement of all stakeholders can make in impact on the success of these
platforms. Student, teacher and parent involvement in the selection of these platforms
and is a way to increase this. Selecting platforms that specifically tie to the syllabus is
also beneficial as observed by student focus group feedback on the matter. Training all
stakeholders in how to effectively use the platforms is also one way to heighten the
impact. Once these are in place, the focus should be on how the engagement is
monitored. Ensuring that staff are using the platforms and setting work and that students
and parents are engaging in this requires clear lines of responsibility. For this project,
student engagement was monitored by their classroom teacher at individual subject level
and by their form tutor for all of their subjects. Teacher engagement was monitored by
the heads of department, with the Head of Sixth form having oversight on the project.

The client in this project wanted to bridge the attainment gap between
disadvantaged and non-disadvantaged students which had been evident in this cohort’s
GCSE results. The expectation was that the authors would put interventions in place to
raise disadvantaged students’ achievement and to this end, the project has had some
success as disadvantaged students outperformed their peers during the summer exams.
Evidence that these online learning platforms have played a part in this success has been
noted, but the true extent to its influence would need further research.
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