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DUTCH SUMMARY – NEDERLANDSTALIGE SAMENVATTING 

Sociale inclusie en sociale gelijkheid behoren tot belangrijke internationale beleids- en onderzoeksprioriteiten 

aangezien bepaalde groepen in de samenleving nog steeds geconfronteerd worden met sociale exclusie, armoede 

of laaggeletterdheid (bv. Cincinnato & De Meyer, 2013; Eurostat, 2016; The World Bank, 2013). Om deze 

maatschappelijke uitdagingen het hoofd te bieden, werd levenslang leren, en volwasseneneducatie in het bijzonder, 

in de verf gezet op nationaal en internationaal beleidsniveau (bv. Crevits, 2014; Lisbon European Council, 2000; 

UNESCO, 2015). Naast de rol van volwasseneneducatie is ook de toenemende digitalisering van verschillende 

levensdomeinen van belang. Enerzijds eist de digitalisering veel van personen om up-to-date te blijven in de huidige 

maatschappij (Martin, 2018), anderzijds draagt digitalisering ook bij tot de samenleving op vlak van 

competentieverwerving en sociale participatie (bv. Van Deursen & Helsper, 2017). Het gebruik van technologie in 

volwasseneneducatie wordt sterk aangemoedigd, mede omdat op die manier ook de digitale vaardigheden en 

digitale geletterdheid van volwassenen versterkt kunnen worden (European Commission, 2015). Met andere 

woorden, digitalisering en volwasseneneducatie gaan hand in hand om problematieken zoals sociale exclusie en 

(digitale) laaggeletterdheid tegen te gaan.  

Biesta (2006) stelde echter vast dat opmerkelijk meer aandacht wordt besteed aan de economische output van 

volwasseneneducatie (bv. economische groei, tewerkstelling, competentie-ontwikkeling), waardoor de 

sociaaldemocratische functie ervan (bv. empowerment, sociale inclusie, democratisering) naar de achtergrond werd 

geschoven. Om tegengewicht te bieden aan de economische visie, focust dit doctoraatsonderzoek op de sociale 

uitkomsten die volwassen cursisten ervaren na deelname aan volwasseneneducatie. In het bijzonder vormen 

innovatieve onderwijspraktijken waarin volwassenen op een online en ‘blended’ manier leren het uitgangspunt van 

dit doctoraatsonderzoek. Hieruit afgeleid wordt het algemene onderzoeksdoel als volgt geformuleerd: “het 

bestuderen van de dynamiek tussen het leren van volwassenen op een online en blended manier en de 

sociale uitkomsten die hiermee gepaard gaan”.  

Vijf onderzoeks-focussen gaven richting om het algemene onderzoeksdoel te bestuderen: (1) volwassen cursisten, 

(2) sociale uitkomsten, (3) individuele kenmerken, (4) onderwijskundige elementen en (5) longitudinaal perspectief. 

In het kader van deze klemtonen werden de theoretische concepten ‘sociale inclusie’ en ‘sociaal kapitaal’ uitgediept, 

ondersteund door de integratie van onderwijskundige theorieën zoals andragogie en sociaal-constructivisme. 

Hierbij werd specifieke aandacht geschonken aan de toepassing in online en blended leren voor volwassenen. Dit 

leidde tot de formulering van vier centrale onderzoeksvragen: 

(1) In welke mate ervaren volwassen cursisten sociale uitkomsten na leren op een online en blended 

manier in het volwassenenonderwijs? 

(2) Wat zijn de (sociale) langetermijn-uitkomsten van deelname aan online en blended cursussen volgens 

volwassenen? 

(3) Hoe verschillen volwassen cursisten in de mate waarop ze sociale uitkomsten ervaren na deelname 

aan online en blended cursussen? 

(4) Welke onderwijskundige elementen staan in relatie tot de ervaren sociale uitkomsten na deelname 

aan online en blended cursussen?  



20 
 

Om deze onderzoeksvragen te beantwoorden werden vragenlijsten en interviews afgenomen bij volwassenen die 

deelnamen aan online en blended cursussen in het volwassenenonderwijs. Twee groepen volwassen cursisten 

werden bereikt, namelijk (1) volwassenen die blended cursussen volgden aan de Centra voor 

Volwassenenonderwijs (CVO’s) en (2) volwassenen die online training volgden aangeboden door de Vlaamse 

Dienst voor Arbeidsmiddeling en Beroepsopleiding (VDAB). Aan de vragenlijsten namen 125 CVO-cursisten en 

161 VDAB-cursisten succesvol deel. Twee jaar na het invullen van de vragenlijsten, participeerden 15 cursisten uit 

de bovenstaande samples aan longitudinale interviews.  

De eerste onderzoeksvraag bracht de sociale uitkomsten die volwassen cursisten onmiddellijk na hun deelname 

aan online en blended cursussen ervoeren in kaart (zie Hoofdstuk 2). Uit de gecombineerde sample van CVO- en 

VDAB-cursisten bleek dat de volwassenen een lichte daling of status quo in sociale participatie en ‘bonding’ sociaal 

kapitaal rapporteerden, maar wel positieve veranderingen op vlak van sociale verbondenheid en ‘bridging’ sociaal 

kapitaal ondervonden. Een belangrijke vaststelling was echter dat de twee groepen cursisten opmerkelijk van elkaar 

verschilden wat betreft de sociale uitkomsten. De resultaten gaven namelijk aan dat het interactieve opzet van 

blended leren zoals aangeboden door de CVO’s de sociale uitkomsten van cursisten beter faciliteerde in vergelijking 

met de op inhoud-gerichte online VDAB-trainingen. Dit wijst op het belang van interactie tussen de cursist en de 

docent, en tussen de cursisten onderling, zeker wanneer volwasseneneducatie sociale uitkomsten nastreeft.  

De tweede onderzoeksvraag had als doelstelling om de langetermijn-uitkomsten van deelname aan online en 

blended cursussen te bestuderen (zie Hoofdstuk 5). De longitudinale interviews brachten eerst en vooral aan het 

licht dat de deelnemers de ervaren voordelen eerder linkten aan hun participatie in volwassenenonderwijs in het 

algemeen en minder aan de manier waarop de cursussen werden aangeboden, namelijk aan de hand van online en 

blended leren. Over het algemeen beschreven de respondenten rijkelijk langetermijn-voordelen op vlak van hun 

menselijk kapitaal en persoonlijk kapitaal, maar minder betreffende hun sociaal kapitaal.  

Ten derde werd in het kader van dit doctoraatsonderzoek ook onderzocht of en hoe volwassen cursisten van elkaar 

verschillen in hun perceptie van sociale uitkomsten (zie Hoofdstuk 2). Het meest opvallende verschil werd 

vastgesteld op basis van de moedertaal van cursisten. De resultaten toonden aan dat volwassenen die geen 

Nederlands als moedertaal spreken opmerkelijk meer sociale voordelen (nl. sociale verbondenheid en sociaal 

kapitaal) rapporteerden in vergelijking met cursisten die wel de Nederlandse taal als moedertaal hebben. Deze 

bevinding werd bevestigd in zowel de kwantitatieve studies (zie Hoofdstuk 2, 3 en 4) als kwalitatieve studie (zie 

Hoofdstuk 5). Daarnaast werden ook losstaande significante verschillen op basis van gender, burgerlijke staat en 

leeftijdsgroep opgemerkt.  

Tenslotte werd de bijdrage van onderwijskundige elementen in de online en blended leeromgeving voor de 

sociale uitkomsten bestudeerd. Op basis van statistische analyses bleek dat drie elementen ontegensprekelijk 

positief in verband staan met de sociale uitkomsten. De resultaten uit Hoofdstuk 3 wijzen op het belang van 

transfer ondersteuning (de ondersteuning die een docent biedt om de transfer van de formele leercontext naar het 

dagelijks leven van de volwassene mogelijk te maken) en ondersteuning van en door medecursisten voor sociale 

verbondenheid en sociaal kapitaal. Vervolgens toonde Hoofdstuk 4 aan dat hoe meer tegemoet gekomen wordt 

aan de persoonlijke noden van cursisten, hoe meer sociaal kapitaal cursisten ervaren. Daarnaast bleek 
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informationele ondersteuning negatief in verband te staan met de sociale participatie van cursisten, maar 

procesondersteuning scheen wel positief gerelateerd te zijn aan sociale participatie. Kortweg suggereren de 

resultaten van deze studies dat (1) transfer ondersteuning, (2) ondersteuning van en door medestudenten, en (3) 

uitgaan van de persoonlijke noden van cursisten een positieve relatie met sociale uitkomsten zoals sociale 

verbondenheid en sociaal kapitaal hebben.  

De antwoorden op deze vier centrale onderzoeksvragen dragen bij tot de wetenschappelijke kennis over de sociale 

(langetermijn-)uitkomsten die volwassen cursisten ervaren na het volgen van online en blended cursussen. Er werd 

eveneens aandacht besteed aan de individuele en onderwijskundige factoren die in relatie staan met deze sociale 

uitkomsten. De resultaten van dit doctoraatsproefschrift wijzen erop dat zowel individuele kenmerken (vb. 

moedertaal) als sociaal-constructivistische onderwijskundige elementen (vb. ondersteuning van en door 

medecursisten) en andragogische principes (vb. uitgaan van de noden van de individuele cursist) een rol spelen bij 

het tot stand brengen van positieve sociale uitkomsten voor volwassen cursisten in de context van online en 

blended leren. Deze resultaten hebben geleid tot verschillende praktische aanbevelingen zoals het opbouwen van 

een ondersteunende leeromgeving waarin de noden en doelstellingen van cursisten centraal staan en waarin 

mogelijkheden tot samenwerking en onderlinge ondersteuning voorzien worden. Hierbij kan blended leren een 

krachtige leeromgeving zijn door het creëren van mogelijkheden voor authentieke gepersonaliseerde leertrajecten 

alsook voor online en face-to-face interactie. Daarbovenop werd dankzij dit doctoraatsonderzoek de sociale functie 

van innovatieve volwasseneneducatie opnieuw op de kaart gezet.  
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CHAPTER 1 

General introduction 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

Throughout the general introduction of this dissertation, the societal and theoretical background of the 

research focus are elaborated upon. To start, societal challenges and recent trends in education, which give 

ground for the current research scope, are discussed. Once the context of the dissertation has been set, the 

main theoretical perspectives are introduced. This leads to the five specific research focuses, which are 

followed by the presentation of the conceptual framework. Finally, the general research questions are 

outlined and an overview of the sub-studies is provided.  
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The technology sets the beat and creates the music, while the pedagogy defines the moves 

(Anderson & Dron, 2011, p.81) 

 

1. SOCIETAL AND EDUCATIONAL CHALLENGES 

Due to multiple rapid evolutions, such as digitalisation, our society in general and specific fields like labour market 

and education are changing. Individuals experience an immediate impact of these changes, because more is 

demanded from them in several life-domains (Martin, 2018). In this context, it is critical to ‘leave no one behind’, 

socially or digitally (United Nations, 2016). As a consequence, enduring engagement in learning activities 

throughout life is encouraged to meet the demands of constant societal changes.  

1.1 Era of persistent social exclusion and inequalities 

Inclusion and equity are important topics on the policy agenda. To show, the Flemish government aims to build a 

solidary, open, active, tolerant and committed society by 2020 (Vlaams Economisch Sociaal Overlegcomité, 2009). 

Despite worldwide policy attention to reduce social exclusion, “in every country, certain groups – whether illegal 

immigrants, indigenous people, or other minorities – confront barriers that prevent them from fully participating 

in their nation’s political, economic, and social life” (The World Bank, 2013, p.XV). Several initiatives are set out 

to monitor the extent of social inclusion or exclusion on a large scale (e.g., Alidadi et al., 2015; Atkinson & Marlier, 

2010). According to European statistics, a considerable number of Europeans (84%) indicates that income 

inequalities are too severe (European Commission, 2018a). Moreover, 24.7% of the European adult population 

between 18 and 64 years old and 21.7% of Belgian adults are at risk of poverty or social exclusion (Eurostat, 2016). 

In addition, an average of 6.7% EU-residents could not count on social support from their environment when 

needed (Eurostat, 2015). People migrating from outside the EU reported even more difficulties regarding obtaining 

social support (Eurostat, 2015). In other words, a substantial group of adults is excluded or not able to fully 

participate in society. As a result, policy-makers describe it as an urgent issue to reduce poverty and social exclusion 

(European Commission, 2017a; The World Bank, 2013). Besides groups at risk of poverty or social exclusion, 

results from the Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC) revealed that not 

all adults are equally equipped with basic skills. In Flanders, 15% of adults are considered as low-literate, 14% have 

low numeracy skills, and 19% experience difficulties when solving problems in technology-rich environments 

(Cincinnato & De Meyer, 2013). In specific, low-educated adults and first-generation migrants are more at risk of 

a low skill level (Cincinnato & De Meyer, 2013). Hence, this implies that social exclusion and skill inequalities are 

persistent societal challenges.  

1.2 The increasing importance of adult learning and education 

Lifelong learning, and specifically adult learning and education (ALE), has been put forward as a vehicle towards 

inclusion in several life-domains, ranging from the economic to the social field. To show, the undisputable role of 

learning throughout the lifespan for obtaining a knowledge-based economy (Lisbon European Council, 2000) as 

well as for “promoting democracy and human rights and enhancing global citizenship, tolerance and civic 

engagement” has been underlined (UNESCO, 2015, p.5). Moreover, it is included as a sustainable development 
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goal to achieve inclusive and equitable quality education and lifelong learning for everyone (United Nations, 2017). 

In fact, Europeans indicated that education is one of the positive drivers to thrive well in society (European 

Commission, 2018a). In Flanders, lifelong learning and adult education are viewed as indispensable in achieving a 

learning society (Crevits, 2014). The Flemish strategic plan, Pact 2020, follows the European target to have 15% 

of adults participating in learning (Vlaams Economisch Sociaal Overlegcomité, 2009). Throughout 2014-2015, 

about 310.000 unique adults were enrolled in Flemish formal adult education (Crevits, 2016), accounting for 7% 

of Flemish adults. Hence, the target of 15% has not yet been achieved by Flanders nor by the EU, in which on 

average 10.8% of adults participate in learning (European Union, 2017). As Martin (2018, p.22) summarized: 

“lifelong learning for all is a laudable goal but it is far from being achieved”. Moreover, when looking into 

participation patterns, the Matthew effect (Boeren, 2009) is still observed in PIAAC-data (Martin, 2018) and 

current European statistics (European Union, 2017). In other words, privileged adults participate more in learning 

and thus benefit more from these lifelong learning opportunities: 

In 2016, adult participation in learning stood at 10.8 % (a mere 0.1 % up from 2013) with rates by level of 

education practically unchanged: 4.2 % (4.5 % in 2013) among the low-qualified, 8.8 % (8.8 % in 2013) 

among the medium-qualified and 18.6 % (19.0 % in 2013) among the highly qualified (European Union, 

2017, p.73).  

1.3  Rapid digitalisation 

The most apparent recent social change is the revolution in communication technologies, which was enabled by 

increasing Internet use and with wireless communication as a catalyst (Castells, 2010). As a result, people are part 

of interactive networks that are facilitated by digital communication. These processes of digitalisation have a far-

reaching impact on people’s lives (World Economic Forum, 2016). In specific, digitalisation has brought about 

higher demands regarding someone’s skills (Martin, 2018). Important societal benefits are ascribed to digitalisation 

and the use of information and communication technology (ICT). According to Warschauer (2003, p.9): “the 

ability to access, adapt and create new knowledge using new information and communication technology is critical 

to social inclusion in today’s era”. Moreover, the adoption of digital media is beneficial for participation in society 

(Van Dijk & Van Deursen, 2014), and the use of the Internet and respective Internet skills create benefits on 

various life-domains (Van Deursen & Helsper, 2017). On the other side, the issue of the digital divide still exists. 

Despite that the first digital divide has been closing (Castells, 2010), new digital inequalities arise: “The digital 

divide, originally conceived as unequally distributed access to computers and digital infrastructure, has evolved into 

a divide between those who have and those who do not have necessary skills to use and benefit from the internet” 

(European Commission, 2015, p.26). This means that not all adults possess sufficient digital competences, and 

therefore cannot optimally benefit from the affordances of technological evolutions. In other words: “the learners 

who are the most in need of support – the ones with lower skills, likely to drop out or with least resources – are 

also those who are least likely to benefit from the digital era” (Lifelong Learning Platform, 2017, p.10).  

To tackle this digital exclusion, policy-makers on different levels acknowledge that it is necessary to develop and 

update the digital competences of all people (e.g., European Commission, 2017b). As a consequence, education is 

put forward as a crucial field in which digital technology should be incorporated and digital skills acquired 
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(European Commission, 2018b). In fact, the implementation of digital technologies in ALE is widely encouraged, 

as it is believed to enhance digital skills and digital literacy of adults (European Commission, 2015). However, since 

there is evidence that ALE is characterized by the Matthew principle (Boeren, 2009), which means that mainly 

privileged adults participate in ALE, one might not blindly assume that incorporating digital tools in education 

would be the panacea to reduce digital and/or social exclusion. Adults would need sufficient digital literacy in order 

to thrive well in demanding online (learning) environments. Hence, adults who are socially-disadvantaged and lack 

basic digital competences or Internet skills (e.g., Van Deursen & Van Dijk, 2015), might not always find their way 

to (online) learning opportunities offered by the adult education sector. Yet, there are also socially-disadvantaged 

groups who do possess adequate digital competences (Mariën & Baelden, 2015), and thus could apply their digital 

skills to engage in accessible online learning. To conclude, digitalization (and technology use in education) provides 

chances as well as obstacles in the context of digital and social exclusion.  

1.4 Research focus on the role of adult learning and education to promote social inclusion in times 

of digitalisation 

From the policy-level, ALE is expected to create benefits for several stakeholders, such as individuals, companies 

or employers, and the community or even society in general (European Commission, 2015). Empirically, research 

findings supported that participation in ALE can foster a variety of outcomes, ranging from economic returns to 

social change. For example, Martin (2018) summarized that acquiring skills through ALE is beneficial for social 

outcomes, like volunteering. However, in recent years, increasing emphasis has been put on the economic output 

of ALE, at the expense of its personal and social-democratic functions (Biesta, 2006). Biesta (2006) described that 

the vision regarding the overarching aim of ALE has shifted from a ‘learning society’ to a ‘learning economy’. 

Lifelong learning is predominantly considered as a means to achieve a knowledge-based economy, which leads to 

economic growth (Biesta, 2006). In other words, recently, the main driver of lifelong learning became economic 

advancement. As a consequence, the social justice agenda of ALE, which aims at democracy, empowerment and 

emancipation, has been pushed into the background: 

The key question to ask in the light of the recent rise of the learning economy is precisely the question about 

the relationship between lifelong learning and democracy. Does a democracy need lifelong learning? If so, 

what kind of lifelong learning does it need? Should we define a democracy as a society that has the capacity 

and the will to learn about itself? Should we define a democracy as a society that has the ability and the will 

to learn from the encounter with difference and otherness? Might it be the case that a democracy can only 

exist as a learning democracy? Should we therefore be worried about the current configuration of lifelong 

learning in economic terms? (Biesta, 2006, p.178).  

Indeed, European policy documents frequently mention that education and training are crucial for economic 

progress, paying attention to the alignment of adults’ skills with the needs of the labour market (European Union, 

2017). Offering a distinct perspective, civil society organizations stress that the needs of the society should be put 

above the demands of the economy (Lifelong Learning Platform, 2017). Thus, building on Biesta’s (2006) 

recommendation to become aware of the dominance of the learning economy, the social-democratic dimension 

of ALE is reclaimed by the scope of this dissertation. In order to counterbalance the economic focus on ALE and 
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to acknowledge the inherent social roots of it, this dissertation will emphasize the social outcomes of ALE. 

Consequently, this dissertation contributes to a more balanced theoretical and empirical perspective on ALE. 

Considering the ubiquitous presence of ICT in society and the expanding digitalisation in education, innovative 

ALE-practices in which ICT is integrated are the research subjects of this dissertation. This leads to the general 

research focus, which is studying the dynamics of technology-enhanced ALE in terms of the social 

outcomes reported by adult learners.  

 

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS 

2.1 Situating adult learning and education as part of lifelong learning 

In a review on European discourses about lifelong learning, Brine (2006) summarized that lifelong learning is 

regarded as learning throughout life, ranging from pre-nursery to post-retirement learning. Jarvis (2004, p.65) also 

defined lifelong learning broadly as consisting of “the socially institutionalised learning that occurs in the 

educational system, that which occurs beyond it, and individual learning throughout the lifespan”, respectively 

referring to formal, non-formal and informal learning. A more specific interpretation by Boeren (2009) emphasized 

the formal and post-compulsory component of lifelong learning by stating that “lifelong learning is a synonym for 

adult education and refers to all learning activities started after the end of compulsory education” (p.155). 

Following the latter perspective, lifelong learning is aligned with the broad spectrum of ALE: 

Adult learning constitutes a key phase in the continuum of lifelong learning. It covers any learning activity 

(whether informal, non-formal or formal) after the learner has left initial education. Adult learning can be 

delivered by public, private or voluntary sector providers, by employers or organised by people for 

themselves through face to face groups, online communities or personal projects. Adult learners may be 

younger or older, employed or unemployed, in good or bad health; they may be prisoners or parents or 

migrants or in any number of other life situations. They engage in learning that can go on for just a few 

hours, or months, even years. (European Commission, 2015, p.9) 

Lifelong learning, and ALE in specific, has three main functions: (1) economic progress and development, (2) 

personal development and fulfilment, and (3) social inclusiveness and democratic activity (Aspin & Chapman, 

2000). The first purpose is linked to employment and economic well-being, the second function includes personal 

motivation and self-actualization, and the third dimension concerns democratization, empowerment and 

emancipation (Biesta, 2006). These three functions are in line with the wide benefits of learning, as conceptualized 

by Schuller (2004). He categorizes the benefits of ALE under three capitals: (1) human capital, (2) identity capital, 

and (3) social capital. To sum up, the main functions and outcomes of ALE can be classified in the economic, 

personal and social-democratic domain. In this dissertation, we consider adult learning (i.e., the process) in adult 

education (i.e., the institutionalised context) as a practice of lifelong learning, with specific attention to its social-

democratic function and outcomes.  
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2.2 Theoretical perspectives on the social outcomes of adult learning and education: Social inclusion 

and social capital 

Moving away from the economic returns of learning (e.g., income or employment), Schuller (2004) described the 

wider benefits of learning, which range from knowledge and skills, to health, family-life, self-concept and civic 

participation. In the broadest sense, all of these dimensions are considered as social outcomes of learning because 

they are non-economic. From a more delineated perspective, social benefits refer to building new social networks, 

social interaction inside and outside a course, meeting people and making friends (Manninen et al., 2014). The last 

interpretation puts emphasis on the ‘social’ component of social benefits and distinguishes it from other non-

economic benefits like health or self-efficacy. Accordingly, a specific conceptualization on the social outcomes of 

ALE has been made by De Greef, Segers, and Verté (2010). They examined social inclusion as a social outcome 

of adult education. Besides social inclusion, ALE is closely connected to the notion of social capital (Field, 2005). 

Both concepts - social inclusion and social capital - seem valuable to explore the social outcomes of ALE because 

they provide understanding of people’s participation in society and their social networks.  

2.2.1 Social inclusion 

Social inclusion was introduced as a process to tackle social exclusion and poverty (Atkinson & Marlier, 2010). The 

Flemish government outlined that inclusion is about reducing barriers, like poverty and social inequality, to achieve 

participation and engagement in society (Vlaams Economisch Sociaal Overlegcomité, 2009). Hence, social 

inclusion has often been regarded in contrast to social exclusion, poverty or inequalities (Percy-Smith, 2000). 

According to Burchardt, LeGrand, and Piachaud (1999): 

An individual is socially excluded if (a) he or she is geographically resident in a society but (b) for reasons 

beyond his or her control, he or she cannot participate in the normal activities of citizens in that society, 

and (c) he or she would like to participate. (p.230) 

The European Union monitors the risk of social exclusion from an economic perspective based on three indicators, 

which are income poverty, severe material deprivation, and low work intensity in the household (Eurostat, 2016). 

However, social exclusion is a multidimensional and complex phenomenon, not only referring to exclusion from 

financial resources, but also to exclusion from access to services, social relations and digital participation (Gordon 

et al., 2000; Van Regenmortel, 2017). 

Given the complexity of exclusion dynamics, social inclusion has been regarded as a multidimensional concept as 

well, which is commonly employed as a very broad and vague notion. Attempting to specify social inclusion, De 

Greef et al. (2010) developed a conceptual model of social inclusion in the context of adult education. Social 

inclusion includes processes of activation and internalization as well as processes of participation and connection 

(De Greef et al., 2010). The first group of processes, activation and internalization, refer to adults’ competences to 

manage their daily life and to feeling comfortable to participate in society. In other words, activation and 

internalization reflect social inclusion from the intra-individual level. On the contrary, the second cluster deals with 

participation in and connection with the environment, which are inter-individual. Participation refers to being 

actively involved in activities and taking part in society. As a last dimension, connection includes the social 



30 
 

connections and feelings of connectedness between people (De Greef et al., 2010). Building on the relationship 

between an individual and its social environment, the conceptualization of social inclusion in this dissertation has 

been given shape by the processes of participation and connection (De Greef et al., 2010). Thus, social inclusion 

is operationalized by social participation and social connectedness, respectively referring to the participating citizen 

and the relational citizen (Vandenabeele, Reyskens, & Wildemeersch, 2011). Both dimensions, the behavioural and 

affective, are important to the concept of social inclusion because “feelings of being included and respected are 

central to the opportunities they access and the ways in which they take part in society” (The World Bank, 2013, 

p.23).  

Social inclusion includes social participation and social connectedness:  

Social participation reflects the functional or behavioural dimension of social inclusion and is defined as “the 

extent to which a subject takes part in different social networks and other activities in society” (Ekström, 

Ivanoff, & Elmstahl, 2013, p. 459).  

Social connectedness represents the affective or emotional dimension of social inclusion and refers to a “subjective 

awareness” (Lee & Robbins, 2000, p. 484) or “self-evaluation of the degree of closeness between the self and 

other people, the community, and society at large” (Lee, Dean, & Jung, 2008, p. 415). 

 

2.2.2 Social capital 

A second concept that is valuable to explore the social outcomes of ALE is social capital. Leading authors such as 

Bourdieu (1980), Coleman (1988) and Putnam (2000) discussed the role of social capital in relation to societal 

dynamics. Bourdieu (1980) explored social capital as the resources that arise from social networks. In addition, 

Coleman (1988) emphasized the function of social capital, in the sense that it produces benefits for individuals. In 

other words, Bourdieu (1980) and Coleman (1988) covered the functional perspective of social capital. In contrast, 

Putnam (2000) regards social capital as consisting of trust, norms of reciprocity and networks. Specifically, Putnam 

puts emphasis on the normative character of social capital. In the meanwhile, the popularity of the concept 

contributed to the ambiguity of it. Hence, it is important to distinguish the various layers ascribed to social capital.  

A first distinction can be made between social capital on the individual and collective level. Portes (1998) 

summarized that Bourdieu and Coleman consider social capital as resources for the individual, whereas Putnam 

describes social capital as a feature of the community or a collective good.  

As a second attention point, building on the theoretical analyses by Portes (1998) and Lin (1999), various elements 

linked to social capital are discerned: (1) the sources or pre-conditions of social capital, (2) the access and use of 

resources available in social networks – the actual social capital –, and (3) the consequences of social capital. First, 

aspects like shared values, norms of reciprocity, trust and an individual’s position in the social structure are the 

pre-conditions of social capital. They enable social networks, which bring about access and use of resources (i.e., 

social capital). In turn, the access to and use of these resources facilitate effects such as wealth, power, reputation, 

as well as health and life satisfaction (Lin, 1999). Furthermore, Portes (1998) differentiates between positive 
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consequences (e.g., social control, family support and benefits beyond the family network) and negative effects of 

social capital (e.g., restrictions on individual freedom and exclusion of people).  

Thirdly, Granovetter (1973) distinguished between strong and weak relationships. Strong ties among people exist 

when they spend a lot of time together in an emotional intense and intimate relationship (Granovetter, 1973). In 

other words, strong ties refer to relationships with close friends or family. A collection of multiple strong ties 

results in a dense and close social network. Weak ties, on the other hand, represent the loose relationships with 

acquaintances, who are primarily grounded in their own dense networks. If such a weak tie with an acquaintance 

serves as a ‘bridge’ between dense networks, it is beneficial in acquiring access to information and resources that 

normally would not be available in a person’s close network (Granovetter, 1983). In accordance with strong and 

weak ties, Putnam (2000) introduced the ideas of bonding and bridging social capital respectively. Bonding social 

capital consists of strong ties among members of a homogenous background and refers to relationships among 

close family and friends. Bridging social capital concerns outgoing social relationships, which build bridges between 

heterogeneous social networks.  

Finally, Lin (1999) was one of the first to reflect upon the influence of digitalisation on social capital. Based on the 

impact of increasing ICT-adoption and globalization, Lin (1999) predicts “a revolutionary rise of social capital” 

(p.45) in global online contexts. Accordingly, Williams (2006) examined online and offline social capital, based on 

Putnam’s (2000) distinction between bonding and bridging social capital.  

Acknowledging the different perspectives on social capital, the conceptualization in this dissertation follows 

an individual-structural approach. This means that social capital is regarded as the resources which arise to an 

individual from his/her social networks.  

The overarching definition of Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992) is employed: “the sum of resources, actual or 

virtual, that accrue to an individual by virtue of possessing a durable network of more or less institutionalised 

relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition” (p.119).  

Additionally, the distinction between bonding (strong ties) and bridging (weak ties) social capital is taken into 

account in the context of online and offline social relationships (Granovetter, 1973; Putnam, 2000; Williams, 

2006).  

 

2.3 Theoretical perspectives on technology-enhanced learning environments for adults 

Educational scientists grasped the parallel between theories of andragogy and (social-)constructivism. Moreover, 

in the light of digitalisation of education, andragogy and (social-)constructivism seem valuable to give direction to 

teaching and learning approaches in technology-enhanced learning environments. First, insights from andragogy 

and (social-)constructivism are briefly discussed separately. Subsequently, the specificities of online and blended 

learning (OBL) are introduced. Afterwards, the andragogical and social-constructivist perspectives are integrated 

in the context of OBL. 
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2.3.1 Insights from andragogy 

Reflecting on educational theories, an evolution from pedagogy to andragogy and recently towards heutagogy is 

witnessed. While pedagogy is mainly concerned with the teacher-directed education of children, Knowles was one 

of the first to develop a comprehensive model of adult learning, designated as andragogy (Knowles, Holton, & 

Swanson, 2005). Six core principles are put forward to give direction to adult learning processes: (1) adults need to 

know, (2) adults are self-directed and responsible learners, (3) adults have rich experiences, (4) adults are ready to 

learn, (5) adults have a life-centred orientation to learning, and (6) adults are motivated to learn (Knowles et al., 

2005). Based on adults’ needs for learning and depending on their individual or situational differences, suitable 

learning trajectories can be developed (Knowles et al., 2005). As a result, the andragogical model is believed to 

bring about self-actualization of adults, institutional growth, and social change (Knowles et al., 2005). Next to 

Knowles, other authors like Freire, Gagné, Mezirow and Rogers contributed substantially to the debate on adult 

learning from distinct perspectives, for example empowerment and transformative learning (Jarvis, 2004). Building 

on the self-directed component of andragogy, the theory of heutagogy was developed (Blaschke, 2012). Key ideas 

of heutagogy are learner’s autonomy and self-determined learning, hence resulting in a fully learner-driven 

environment (Blaschke, 2012). However, to date, practitioners have been reluctant to implement it 

comprehensively into educational practices (Blaschke, 2012). In this way, from an andragogical or heutagogical 

perspective, the individual learner is supposed to be the central actor in the learning process.  

2.3.2 Insights from (social-)constructivism 

Parallel to the evolution towards andragogy and heutagogy, a shift from objectivism to constructivism and later 

towards connectivism has been observed. The latter theories have emphasized the interactive and learner-centred 

approach to teaching and learning. The constructivist epistemology claims that “each of us constructs our own 

reality through interpreting perceptual experiences of the external world” (Jonassen, 1991, p.10). In other words, 

knowledge is constructed internally based on interactions between an individual and the environment (Schunk, 

2012). As a key figure, Vygotsky (1978) made clear that interaction with the environment is crucial for all learning. 

Constructivist ideas highlighted the importance of learner-centeredness, goal negotiation, authenticity, and active 

learning (Jonassen, 1991; Porcaro, 2011; Schunk, 2012). The prefix ‘social’ to constructivism has put emphasis on 

the interactive and dialogical nature of learning processes. In specific, considerable attention has been paid to 

cooperative and collaborative learning (Johnson & Johnson, 1994; Slavin, 1989). Moving further, Siemens (2005) 

developed the connectivist perspective on learning, which stands for a network-based approach, in which 

connections enable learning opportunities. In other words, whether from a social-constructivist or connectivist 

viewpoint, interaction between an individual and the environment is deemed critical for learning.  

2.3.3 Discussing (the added value of) online and blended learning 

According to American statistics, 31.6% of students registered for at least one distance course (Seaman, Allen, & 

Seaman, 2018). This exemplifies the increasing adoption and acceptance of technology in the educational landscape. 

In Bates’ continuum of technology-based learning (2015), a distinction has been made between face-to-face 

classroom teaching without technology, blended learning modalities, and fully distance or online learning. 
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Throughout the current dissertation, specific attention will be paid to OBL. Historically, distance education 

originated as correspondence education and evolved according to technological advancements (Jarvis, 2010). 

Anderson and Dron (2011) described this evolution through three generations of distance education: the cognitive-

behaviourist, the social-constructivist and the connectivist generation. However, they have drawn attention to the 

possibility that emergent connectivist approaches could be perceived as too demanding due to the lack of structure, 

the overwhelming extent of autonomy and the poor alignment with formal or traditional education (Anderson & 

Dron, 2011). To elaborate further on distance education, Moore (1989) identified three important interaction 

modalities in distance education, which are learner-content, learner-instructor and learner-learner interaction. 

These indispensable types of interaction are also reflected in the definition of online learning by Ally (2008): 

The use of the Internet to access learning materials; to interact with the content, instructor and other 

learners; and to obtain support during the learning process, in order to acquire knowledge, to construct 

personal meaning, and to grow from the learning experience (p.17). 

Online learning activities are employed throughout blended learning, which is broadly considered as the 

combination of online and face-to-face learning opportunities (Graham, 2004). It is exactly the integration of online 

and face-to-face interaction that is one of the most important strengths of blended learning (Fryer & Bovee, 2018; 

Johnson, 2017). Another specific characteristic of blended learning is the possibility to blend spaces and time 

(Norberg, Dziuban, & Moskal, 2011). This means that technology enables the combination of classroom and 

distance learning (space) as well as the alternation of synchronous and asynchronous learning activities (time) 

(Norberg et al., 2011). Moreover, technology can be utilized variously in blended learning, ranging from a 

classroom aid that replicates the physical classroom online to advanced forms of flipped classrooms (Bates, 2015). 

A number of benefits have been ascribed to OBL and its characteristics. Broadly, those benefits can be categorized 

as cognitive, affective and social outcomes. First, cognitive gains are studied in terms of learning outcomes, 

achievement and performance. The use of technology in education is linked to positive learning outcomes (Tamim, 

Bernard, Borokhovski, Abrami, & Schmid, 2011). In fact, an extensive meta-analysis revealed that performance in 

OBL is better compared to face-to-face instruction (Means, Toyama, Murphy, & Baki, 2013). When contrasting 

performance in blended learning with fully online learning and face-to-face learning, students in blended learning 

seem to perform better (Bernard et al., 2014; Means et al., 2013; Vella, Turesky, & Hebert, 2016). A potential factor 

that contributes to students’ learning performance is online interaction (Wei, Peng, & Chou, 2015). Concrete 

examples of cognitive gains emanating from OBL are mainly course-specific, including scientific competences 

(Tsai, 2018) and improved thesis-writing skills (Aghaee & Keller, 2016). Secondly, participation in OBL also yields 

affective benefits. Interaction in OBL is beneficial for learners’ satisfaction (Kang & Im, 2013; Kuo & Belland, 

2016) and positive attitudes towards OBL (Nam, 2014; Tsai, Lin, Hong, & Tai, 2018). Moreover, certain 

characteristics in OBL, such as teacher support and perceived ease of use, are predictors of course completion and 

intention to continue learning online (Fryer & Bovee, 2018; Joo, So, & Kim, 2018). As a last affective benefit, 

engagement in OBL was also found to support self-directed learning and online learning self-efficacy (Kim, 

Olfman, Ryan, Eryilmaz, 2014; Shen, Cho, Tsai, & Marra, 2013). A third – less examined – benefit category of 

OBL concerns social outcomes. Rovai and Jordan (2004) suggested that blended courses enable a strong sense of 



34 
 

community among the learners. In addition, collaboration in OBL brings about new relationships and increased 

social capital among university students (Mebane, Porcelli, Iannone, Attanasio, & Francescato, 2008). Furthermore, 

recent studies established that it is possible to build social capital and community throughout online learning 

processes (Joksimovic et al., 2018; Lohr & Haley, 2018). In a non-educational but digital context, the use of social 

media, such as Facebook, is deemed to enlarge social connectedness (Grieve, Indian, Witteveen, Tolan, & 

Marrington, 2013).  

2.3.4 The application of andragogy and social-constructivism in online and blended learning for adults 

The implementation of digital technologies is believed to support adult learning processes due to its flexibility and 

potential for self-directedness, authentic learning and collaboration (European Commission, 2015). The Lifelong 

Learning Platform (2017) advocated to use digital technology more in ALE because such accessible technologies 

bring about equitable access to learning opportunities. Hence, OBL-implementation in ALE can contribute to the 

democratization of knowledge and closing the digital skills divide. The organization of distance education for adult 

learners is a complex endeavour (Gravani, 2015). Social-constructivist and andragogical principles provide 

guidelines in order to organize OBL effectively for adult learners. Social-constructivist learning principles like 

argumentation, sharing ideas, individual reflection, authenticity, and meeting learners’ personal needs are suitable 

to be implemented in distance education (Tenenbaum, Naidu, Jegede, & Austin, 2001). These social-constructivist 

learning principles are almost completely similar to andragogical guidelines (Huang, 2002). Moreover, Huang (2002) 

postulated that the integration of social-constructivist and andragogical principles leads to six key ideas to design 

online learning for adult learners. Those key principles are: (1) interactive learning, (2) collaborative learning, (3) 

facilitating learning, (4) authentic learning, (5) learner-centred learning, and (6) high-quality learning (Huang, 2002). 

Youde (2018) reported that the six andragogical principles as introduced by Knowles et al. (2005) can be identified 

in blended learning practices for adult learners. However, a case-study by Gravani (2015) highlighted that not all 

andragogical principles are always successfully translated into online practices. For example, no shared regulation 

or learner control was observed due to predetermined top-down approaches (Gravani, 2015). Hence, a friction 

between the practice of OBL and andragogy was discerned (Gravani, 2015). Yet, Anders (2015) attributed an 

enormous potential to OBL-models that are built upon the ideas of social-constructivism and andragogy. Those 

designs seem to be powerful because they take into account the social dimension of learning and the need for 

learner control and autonomy (Anders, 2015). Additionally, designs based on social-constructivism and andragogy 

provide a balance between the behaviourist-pedagogical and connectivist-heutagogical extremes (Anders, 2015).  
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3. RESEARCH FOCUS 

3.1 Non-traditional students: Adult learners 

In the context of technology implementation in education, the majority of research has been conducted in higher 

education among university students who are following online or blended courses (e.g., Garrison & Kanuka, 2004, 

Jaggars & Xu, 2016; Lopez-Perez, Perez-Lopez, & Rodriguez-Ariza, 2011; Paechter & Maier, 2010). In other words, 

most studies focused on traditional student populations. Studies on the experiences of non-traditional adult 

learners in technology-supported learning environments are scarce (Fu & Hwang, 2018). The few studies that have 

been conducted among adult OBL learners focused primarily on their online learning experiences (Boling, Hough, 

Krinsky, Saleem, & Stevens, 2012; Ke, 2010; Ke & Kwak, 2013) or course design (Johnson, 2017; Rogers-Shaw, 

Carr-Chellman, & Choi, 2018). Hence, there remains a need to include adults more as a target group in research 

regarding innovative learning environments.  

3.2 Social outcomes 

An extensive research tradition mapped the wide outcomes of participation in ALE (e.g., Schuller, 2004; Manninen 

et al., 2014). In addition, there has been considerable research attention to the cognitive and affective effects of 

OBL-implementation in education (e.g., Means et al., 2013; Vella et al., 2016; Bernard et al., 2014; Jaggars & Xu, 

2016). However, studies on the social outcomes of OBL are still at an early stage, especially with regard to adult 

learners. In some of the few studies, Logdlund (2011) investigated the impact of videoconferencing on social 

interaction in local adult learning centres, and Lohr and Haley (2018) discussed the use of online prompts to 

enhance community building among non-traditional students in graduate courses. Consequently, the social 

outcomes of OBL in ALE have been scrutinized insufficiently.  

3.3  Individual characteristics 

Adult learners are a heterogeneous group and have diverse backgrounds (Knowles et al., 2005). In traditional ALE-

settings, differential effects concerning social outcomes have been found based on adults’ socio-demographic 

characteristics. In fact, certain groups (e.g., low-educated, divorced, unemployed, older, or non-native adults) tend 

to experience more positive social changes due to participation in ALE (De Greef, Verté, & Segers, 2014; 

Manninen et al., 2014; Panitsides, 2013). Furthermore, it seems that gender, age, educational attainment, and 

cultural origin give rise to different online learning experiences (Coldwell, Craig, Paterson, & Mustard, 2008; Ke & 

Kwak, 2013). As a result, attention to the individual characteristics of adult learners should be paid when 

researching the social outcomes of ALE and OBL.  

3.4  Instructional elements 

There are few theoretical or practical guidelines on how to enhance social outcomes in formal adult education 

contexts that employ OBL. Yet, engagement in non-formal online spaces like Massive Open Online Courses 

(MOOCs) or in informal social network sites such as Facebook seems to create social capital and feelings of social 

connectedness (Ellison, Steinfield, & Lampe, 2007; Grieve et al., 2013; Joksimovic et al., 2018). Besides, university 
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students’ participation in computer-supported collaborative learning was found to enhance social capital (Mebane 

et al., 2008). Hence, it is worthwhile to explore further the instructional elements in formal OBL environments 

that might have a positive influence on adults’ social outcomes. 

3.5  Longitudinal perspective 

Most studies mapped the outcomes of ALE and OBL immediately upon or shortly after course completion (e.g., 

Nam, 2014; Panitsides, 2013). In addition, it is hard to keep track of adult learners in order to involve them in 

follow-up studies (Schuller, 2004). Scholars, like Schuller (2004), have relied upon longitudinal large-scale datasets 

stemming from periodic surveys, such as the British Birth Cohort Studies. However, making use of such datasets 

gives rise to cautionary interpretations with regard to deriving causality. For example, those datasets do not control 

for external effects, such as policy interventions or investments in certain policy domains. Hence, it is hard to 

determine what is cause and effect, and whether there are direct or indirect effects of certain variables. A 

complementary approach to such longitudinal quantitative datasets, is interviewing and questioning adults from a 

life-history or retrospective perspective. In this way, adults describe outcomes from their own experiences and 

stances. As a consequence, they ascribe cause and effects according to their own perspective, which can be labelled 

as “self-perceived” or “self-reported” causality. To sum up, it is a methodological challenge to conduct longitudinal 

studies which uncover the long-term outcomes of ALE, and the results of such studies should always be described 

in a nuanced manner. In fact, it is hard to delineate “true causality” because so many factors are at play at the same 

time, which cannot always be controlled for in a natural setting. Yet, there remains a lack of evidence on the specific 

contribution of OBL for the perceived long-term outcomes. Thus, a longitudinal study would be valuable to grasp 

the long-term social outcomes of ALE and OBL.  
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4. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

Building on the identified strengths of OBL, andragogy, and social-constructivism, as well as their synergies, this 

dissertation will explore the social outcomes perceived by adult learners participating in OBL-courses. Previously, 

separate studies showed that andragogy embodies a potential for empowerment (e.g., Knowles et al., 2005), that 

social-constructivism and interaction in specific are beneficial for social outcomes (e.g., Schunk, 2012), and that 

OBL could facilitate the development of social capital and the formation of online communities (e.g., Joksimovic 

et al., 2018; Rovai & Jordan, 2004). Hence, this dissertation will advance theoretical and empirical knowledge by 

integrating perspectives from andragogy, social-constructivism and OBL to scrutinize the social outcomes of ALE, 

operationalized by social participation, social connectedness and social capital. The conceptual model is 

represented in Figure 1.  

 

 

Figure 1: The conceptual model employed throughout the current dissertation 

 

5. RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND OVERVIEW OF THE DISSERTATION 

5.1 Research questions 

The five aforementioned research gaps, i.e. (1) non-traditional, (2) social, (3) individual, (4) instructional, and (5) 

longitudinal, lead to four general research questions that give direction to this dissertation (Table 1). All research 

questions and sub-studies take into account the non-traditional and social components. However, the first research 

question puts most emphasis on those elements.  
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Table 1: Overview of the research foci, research questions and respective studies  

Research focus General research questions Addressed in 

Non-traditional 

Social 

RQ1: To what extent do adult learners perceive social outcomes 

after participation in OBL? 

Study 1 

Longitudinal RQ2: What are the long-term (social) outcomes of participation 

in ALE and OBL as perceived by adult learners? 

Study 4 

Individual RQ3: How do adult learners differ in their perceptions of social 

outcomes facilitated by participation in OBL? 

Study 1 

Study 4 

Instructional RQ4: Which instructional elements in the OBL-ALE 

environment contribute to the perceived social outcomes? 

Study 2 

Study 3 

 

These general research questions are tackled by means of quantitative and qualitative studies. The quantitative 

studies are in line with the suggestion of Boeren (2018) to incorporate more quantitative studies in the field of 

ALE in order to provide comprehensive analyses. Whereas the qualitative approach enables in-depth 

understanding of the individual experiences and meaning-making processes of adult learners (Merriam, 2009).  

5.2 Overview of the dissertation 

The current chapter, Chapter 1, introduced the societal and educational circumstances that gave rise to the research 

scope of this dissertation, followed by the consulted theoretical and conceptual background. This has led to the 

formulation of emergent research gaps and the general research questions that are addressed in this dissertation.  

Chapter 2 presents two groups of adult learners that are involved in OBL. The first group concerns adult learners 

engaged in fully online courses (n=161) and the second case elaborates upon adults registered in blended courses 

(n=125). In both cases, the extent to which the adult learners perceived changes regarding social outcomes are 

examined by means of a questionnaire. In addition, adults’ individual characteristics in terms of socio-demographic 

background are taken into account throughout the analyses (i.e. independent samples T-test, one-way ANOVA 

and MANOVA). This chapter provides insights into the two cases and contributes to our understanding of the 

differential effects perceived by different groups of adult learners (Study 1).  

Building on the case of blended learning as presented in the previous chapter, Chapter 3 investigates the role of 

various types of learning support in blended learning with regard to the experienced social outcomes. In order to 

do so, a comprehensive theoretical framework of learning support is developed based on the three most important 

types of interaction according to Moore (1989). In specific, the influence of instructional support, transfer support, 

peer support, and technical support on adults’ social outcomes is scrutinized by means of correlation analyses, 

ANCOVA and MANCOVA (N=139). This chapter identifies the instructional factors that facilitate social 

outcomes of adult learners in OBL (Study 2).  

Departing from the theories on social-constructivism and andragogy, Chapter 4 discerns the contribution of 

social-constructivist and andragogical principles for adult learners’ social outcomes. The chapter builds upon the 
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parallel between both theories and the relevance to implement such principles in OBL-environments for adult 

learners. The relationship between social-constructivist and andragogical principles, including argumentation, 

sharing, reflection, learner’s needs and meaning-making, and the social outcomes is examined through correlation 

analyses, ANCOVA and MANCOVA (N=139). In accordance with Chapter 3, the fourth chapter also puts 

emphasis on the instructional factors that are expected to be related to the social outcomes (Study 3).  

In response to the need of longitudinal studies on the long-term social outcomes of OBL and ALE, Chapter 5 

presents a detailed qualitative analysis of 15 adult learners. They were engaged in technology-enhanced ALE and 

participated in our questionnaire studies two years before the interviews were conducted. This approach enabled 

an in-depth reflection upon the long-term outcomes they ascribed to participation in ALE in general, and the 

learning modality of OBL in specific. To unravel their perceptions and experiences, the three capitals framework 

of Schuller (2004) was employed throughout the thematic analysis. As a result, this chapter uncovers the long-term 

outcomes of ALE and OBL and their reinforcing effects (Study 4).  

Finally, Chapter 6 brings together the main findings of the separate research papers to answer the general research 

questions that were put forward in the current chapter. The discussion of the most important results leads to the 

formulation of theoretical, practical and policy implications. Besides a general discussion of the findings and 

specification of implications, the limitations of this dissertation are acknowledged and recommendations for future 

research are suggested.  

In the Epilogue, the most important insights from a case study which was conducted on the side-lines of this 

dissertation are presented. The case study focused on the social networks and social inclusion of low-educated 

adult newcomers in Flanders, who were enrolled in Dutch-as-a-second-language courses. In specific, attention was 

paid to the educational use of digital tools in their language acquisition and social inclusion process. 

Recommendations for the practice of adult basic education are made and challenges for future research are outlined.   
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CHAPTER 2 

Examining social inclusion and social capital among adult learners  

in blended and online learning environments 

 

ABSTRACT 

New learning spaces and learning formats affected the learning and education of adults. In this respect, 

digitalisation is believed to reduce social exclusion. Moreover, adult education, social inclusion and social 

capital are positively related among adults. Therefore, this questionnaire study examines how adults who are 

engaged in online and blended learning perceived change in social inclusion and social capital. We 

conceptualised social inclusion as social participation and social connectedness, and social capital as bonding 

and bridging ties. In the case of blended adult learners, our results show positive perceptions of social 

inclusion and social capital. Those perceptions are less positive among the online adult learners. In both 

cases, non-natives experience a higher increase in social inclusion and social capital than natives. Hence, 

online and blended learning holds advantages for adults particularly non-natives: it enhances social inclusion 

and social capital. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Digitalisation has impacted the educational landscape. Hence, adult education practices are affected by the 

introduction of technologies. In this respect, online and blended learning (OBL) have been put to the fore. 

The introduction of OBL in education yields substantial benefits for adult learners because of its flexibility, 

accessibility and affordability (Selwyn, Gorard, & Williams, 2001) and improved pedagogy (Graham, 2004). 

Simultaneously, policy-makers are promoting adult education due to its effect on social inclusion. The OECD 

examined social outcomes of learning under the form of civic and social engagement (Desjardins & Schuller, 

2006). The European Council (2010) also emphasised the social dimension of education and training: adult 

education fosters social cohesion, active citizenship, upward social mobility, and creates active inclusion and 

enhanced social participation. In addition, UNESCO (2015) released the Incheon Declaration striving 

towards inclusive and equitable quality education and lifelong learning for all. This declaration underlines the 

undisputable role of learning throughout the lifespan for obtaining a knowledge-based economy (Lisbon 

European Council, 2000) and also for ’promoting democracy and human rights and enhancing global 

citizenship, tolerance and civic engagement’ (UNESCO, 2015, p. 5). Next to social inclusion, adult education 

is interconnected with social capital. Field (2005) indicates that people’s social relations, i.e. their social capital, 

play a vital part in their capacity for learning. Therefore, social capital and participation in adult education are 

positively associated. 

Traditional forms of adult education have shown to improve social inclusion and social capital (De Greef, 

Verté, & Segers, 2014; Field, 2005; Tett & MacLachlan, 2007). But the influence of online learning spaces on 

adults’ social inclusion and social capital has not been scrutinised extensively. In this digital age, it is not yet 

defined if and how digitalisation in adult education can serve as a solution for societal problems, such as social 

exclusion. In this respect, it is valuable to understand how vulnerable and disadvantaged adults are affected 

by participation in innovative adult education practices, such as OBL. 

Therefore, this study examines how participation in two cases of technology-based learning, online and 

blended learning, is related to adult learners’ perceived social inclusion and social capital change. Furthermore, 

this study focusses on the perceptions of vulnerable adults such as non-natives, low-educated, unemployed 

and older people. This is of utmost importance because our contemporary society is still characterised by 

poverty and social exclusion threatening the aforementioned groups of adults (Eurostat, 2010). 

2. DIGITALISATION IN ADULT EDUCATION:  

IMPACT ON SOCIAL INCLUSION AND SOCIAL CAPITAL 

The impact of adult education has primarily been studied from an economic-instrumental point of view, 

examining the way adults’ educational participation contributes to the development of a knowledge-based 

economy and an increase in human capital (Fejes & Olesen, 2010). Additionally, adult education also plays a 

role in strengthening the learning society (Jarvis, 2004). Nowadays, adults are considered as responsible for 

their own learning trajectories in order to keep up with the demands of society (Illeris, 2003). Yet, participation 

in adult education reflects a Matthew principle: those in the most advantaged positions participate more and 
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thus benefit more (Boeren, 2009). Therefore, vulnerable adults have fewer chances to participate, while they 

are in need of increasing their human and social capital. In this respect, the following sections review the 

connection between adult education and social inclusion on the one hand and between adult education and 

social capital on the other hand. 

2.1 Adult education and social inclusion 

2.1.1 Social inclusion: conceptualisation 

Not only policy-makers, but researchers worldwide connected adult education to social inclusion. Generally, 

social inclusion is described in contrast with social exclusion, which has predominantly been aligned with 

poverty and disadvantages of people living on the margins of society (Percy-Smith, 2000). Burchardt, 

LeGrand, and Piachaud (1999, p.230) indicated that: 

An individual is socially excluded if (a) he or she is geographically resident in a society but (b) for 

reasons beyond his or her control, he or she cannot participate in the normal activities of citizens in 

that society, and (c) he or she would like to participate. 

Furthermore, social exclusion is a multidimensional concept (Burchardt et al., 1999; Percy-Smith, 2000), for 

example referring to economic exclusion, service exclusion or exclusion from social relations (Gordon et al., 

2000). The aforementioned descriptions show that social exclusion has mainly been defined by the lack of 

participation in certain activities. On the contrary, social inclusion implies that citizens fully participate in society 

(World Bank, 2016). In addition, affective components of social inclusion, being belongingness, togetherness 

or connectedness, have been brought to attention (Abrams, Hogg, & Marques, 2005; Allman, 2013; Grieve 

et al., 2013). Nevertheless, there is no consensus on the definition of social inclusion, because it has been 

operationalised through a wide array of dimensions such as health, well-being, civic and social engagement, 

citizenship and political participation (Desjardins & Schuller, 2006; Field, 2012). 

Focusing on the inherent social element of social inclusion, in this study, social inclusion is defined as the 

combination of social participation and social connectedness. This conceptualisation takes into account the 

multidimensionality of social inclusion. It captures not only its participatory function, but the emotional 

meaning as well, respectively referring to ‘the participating citizen’ and ‘the relational citizen’ (Vandenabeele, 

Reyskens, & Wildemeersch, 2011). Both dimensions, participation and connectedness, are included in the 

social inclusion model of De Greef et al. (2014), bearing a functional (e.g., participation) and emotional (e.g., 

connectedness) role. Social participation reflects the behavioural dimension of social inclusion and is defined as ‘the 

extent to which a subject takes part in different social networks and other activities in society’ (Ekström, 

Ivanoff, & Elmstahl, 2013, p. 459). Social connectedness represents the affective dimension of social inclusion and 

refers to a ‘subjective awareness’ (Lee & Robbins, 2000, p. 484) or ‘self-evaluation of the degree of closeness 

between the self and other people, the community, and society at large’ (Lee, Dean, & Jung, 2008, p. 415). 
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2.1.2 The relationship between adult education and social inclusion 

According to De Greef et al. (2014) adult learners experience an increase on social inclusion after participation 

in adult education courses: 41% of the participants perceived an increase in participation and connection. 

Field (2012) reported that social and civic engagement is closely associated with participation in adult learning. 

Adults indicated that they more often go out to pubs, clubs and/or the cinema as a consequence of their 

participation in adult learning (Tett & MacLachlan, 2007). In other words, they perceived an increase in social 

participation. Moreover, engagement in family literacy programs showed that disadvantaged women are 

provided with more than just academic skills (Prins, Toso, & Schafft, 2009). They were offered opportunities 

for getting out of the house more often and educational participation satisfied their need for affiliation and 

connectedness (Prins et al., 2009). As a result, it seems that adult education enhances social inclusion. 

However, the effects of participation in adult education regarding social inclusion can differ. De Greef et al. 

(2014) found that groups with different ethnic backgrounds perceive differences in the rate of increase in 

social inclusion: non-natives report higher increases with respect to going out and meeting people. People 

who are living together and low-educated adults also report more positive changes in their social inclusion 

(De Greef et al., 2014). Furthermore, the Benefits of Lifelong Learning-project (BeLL) (Manninen et al., 

2014) reports that adults with lower educational background, females and older adults experience more 

positive changes to social engagement. Additionally, disadvantaged individuals, such as low-educated, 

divorced, ethnic minorities or unemployed, benefit more from their participation in adult education 

(Panitsides, 2013). For example, the feeling of being a member of a community has been enhanced (cf. social 

connectedness). Finally, educational participation is positively related to social participation among older 

adults (De Donder et al., 2014). Hence, previous research indicates that vulnerable adults, like ethnic 

minorities, low-educated, unemployed, divorced or older adults, experience an increase on social inclusion 

due to their participation in adult education. 

2.2  Adult education and social capital 

2.2.1  Social capital: conceptualisation 

‘Social capital’ got renewed attention at the end of the 20th century. Authors such as Bourdieu (1980), 

Coleman (1988) and Putnam (2000) have employed the notion of social capital to examine societal dynamics. 

First, Bourdieu (1980) describes social capital, next to economic and cultural capital, all of which are important 

to achieve social mobility. According to Bourdieu, social capital consists of the resources arising from the 

possession of a durable social network. Next, Coleman (1988) emphasises the functional and productive role 

of social capital, since it produces benefits to individuals. In contrast, social capital is a collective good, 

consisting of social networks, norms of reciprocity and trust among citizens (Putnam, 2000). 

Bourdieu and Coleman refer to the individual benefits of social capital, whereas Putnam describes social 

capital as a benefit for the society or community. Additionally, Bourdieu and Coleman stress the importance 

of social networks in building social capital, which could be described as structural social capital. In contrast, 

Putnam explains the importance of values, norms, trust and reciprocity, which are attitudinal components of 
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social capital. Williams (2006) follows the structural approach and proposes an instrument to measure social 

capital based on online or offline social networks. In the present study, the individual-structural approach to 

social capital is employed, because of the focus on an individual’s social networks which produce important 

resources. Consequently, the following definition of social capital is proposed: ‘the sum of resources, actual 

or virtual, that accrue to an individual or a group by virtue of possessing a durable network of more or less 

institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition’ (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 119). 

Furthermore, social capital includes two different processes, namely bonding and bridging ties (Putnam, 

2000). Bonding social capital consists of close personal relationships among members of the same group and 

refers to homogeneous networks. On the contrary, bridging social capital concerns outgoing social 

relationships, which build bridges between different societal groups. Therefore, bridging social capital pertains 

to heterogeneous networks. Granovetter (1973) describes bridging social capital as ‘weak ties’ and bonding 

social capital as ‘strong ties’. Weak ties are especially valuable in retrieving information normally not available 

to people in their immediate social network, i.e. bonding social capital. 

2.2.2  The relationship between adult education and social capital 

The interconnectedness between adult education and social capital has been outlined by Field (2005), stating 

that social capital influences adult learning, which in turn affects social capital. The relationship between adult 

education and social capital is reciprocal because social capital has an impact on educational participation and 

achievement and at the same time participation reinforces new and wider social networks. In other words: 

‘Social capital is important for learning, and learning is important for social capital’ (Field, 2005, p. 110). One 

strand of researchers investigates how social capital influences adult learning (e.g., Dufur, Parcel, & Troutman, 

2013; Strawn, 2003). Other studies emphasise the change in social capital arising from educational 

participation. A characteristic of social capital development is building new social networks, such as new 

friendships (Manninen et al., 2014; Panitsides, 2013). This type of social capital refers to bridging ties. With 

respect to bonding ties, impact on getting help from friends has been described (Tett & MacLachlan, 2007). 

Moreover, participation in community-based adult education supports the development of social capital and 

can even contribute to the recovery of lost social capital (McIntyre, 2012). Hence, social capital, consisting of 

bonding and bridging ties, can be enhanced due to participation in adult education. 

In accordance with findings on social inclusion, vulnerable adults benefit more with regard to social capital 

development (Manninen et al., 2014; Panitsides, 2013). Those vulnerable adults (e.g. low-educated, ethnic 

minorities) indicated that they were able to extend their social network and establish new social relationships. 

In other words, they have increased their bridging social capital. 

2.3 The importance of OBL in adult education for social inclusion and social capital 

2.3.1 Online and blended learning 

New technologies and media are continuously reshaping educational practices. Bates (2015) represents the 

complexity of technology-based learning in a continuum. He identifies three main modes of delivery in 

education: classroom teaching with no technology, blended learning and fully online learning. In the teaching 

practice, each delivery mode takes on different forms (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2: The continuum of technology-based learning (Bates, 2015, p. 316). 

 
In earlier years, online learning was defined as presenting and delivering materials through internet 

technologies. Innovative approaches such as MOOCs follow this path by distributing knowledge online to a 

broad audience (Bates, 2015). These approaches are mainly built around learner-content interaction. 

However, there is a tendency to consider multiple sorts of interaction as a vital part of online learning 

(Anderson, 2008). During online learning, ‘students study in their own time, at the place of their choice and 

without face-to-face contact with a teacher, however, students are connected’ (Bates, 2015, p. 318). Ally (2008) 

elaborates on the interactive dimension of online learning: 

The use of the Internet to access learning materials; to interact with the content, instructor, and other 

learners; and to obtain support during the learning process, in order to acquire knowledge, to construct 

personal meaning, and to grow from the learning experience. (Ally, 2008, p. 17) 

Ally (2008) thus distinguishes three kinds of interaction: ‘learner-content’, ‘learner- instructor’ and ‘learner-

learner’. In building a theory for online learning, others add more interactive dimensions such as instructor-

instructor, instructor-content, and content- content (Anderson, 2008). However, online interaction does not 

take place easily. In the case of videoconferencing, technology has shown its substantial influence on 

classroom interactions. Instead of building a learner-centred environment, the teacher became the main actor 

(Lögdlund, 2011). In our study, online learning is considered as online learning activities which are 

characterized by at least one type of the following interaction models: learner-content, learner-instructor or 

learner-learner. 

Overall, blended learning is the combination of face-to-face and online instruction (Graham, 2004), 

incorporating the conveniences of online courses without the complete loss of face-to-face contact. Boelens 

et al. (2015) agree that blended learning is primarily understood as blending online and offline learning. On 

the other hand, blended learning can be organised in a variety of designs (Figure 2), ranging from technology-

enhanced learning with technology as a classroom aid to flipping the classroom and hybrid or flexible learning 
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(Bates, 2015). The latter models start from online learning and only use classroom-teaching when its particular 

pedagogical features have added value. Nonetheless, blended learning often takes the form of classroom-type 

learning. Lectures are recorded and put online or a learning management system is used in order to create a 

replica of the physical classroom (Bates, 2015). In our study, blended learning is considered as both models: 

classroom-type blended learning as well as the more innovative approaches. According to Rovai and Jordan 

(2004) blended learning would result in a more solid learning experience compared to traditional or fully 

online courses. As a consequence, online and blended learning are considered as fundamentally different from 

each other. Moreover, comparing blended and online approaches to face-to-face instruction, a meta-analysis 

showed that the effect size for blended learning was significantly larger (Means, Toyama, Murphy, & Baki, 

2013). 

2.3.2 Relating OBL to social inclusion and social capital 

Warschauer (2003, p. 9) premises that ‘the ability to access, adapt and create new knowledge using new 

information and communication technology is critical to social inclusion in today’s era’. However, the benefits 

of OBL regarding social inclusion and social capital are scarcely examined. Nevertheless, there are indications 

that participation in OBL environments influences social inclusion and social capital development among 

learners. Social connectedness can be derived from online social interactions using the social network site 

Facebook (Grieve et al., 2013). Additionally, Lu, Yang, and Yu (2013) provided evidence that online social 

capital positively predicts learners’ satisfaction and learning outcomes, revealing the relationship between 

social capital and online learning. Among university students, participation in computer-supported 

collaborative learning, as a form of blended learning, enhances social capital (Mebane et al., 2008). In virtual 

communities, Facebook use and online social presence contribute to bridging social capital (Oztok et al., 

2015; Steinfield, Ellison, & Lampe, 2008). Nevertheless, the relationship between participation in OBL and 

changes in social inclusion or social capital has not been extensively studied among adults in formal 

educational contexts. 

Previous research does confirm that online (collaborative) learning brings about positive effects on learners’ 

satisfaction, learning outcomes and quality of the learning experience (Inayat, Amin, Inayat, & Salim, 2013; 

Kang & Im, 2013). However, there is a lack of studies concerning socio-demographic differences as to social 

inclusion and social capital development in OBL environments. It seems that online learning is not 

experienced in a similar way by different groups of learners. Ke and Kwak (2013) have found that learners 

from a minority group have more negative perceptions of online education. Next to this, older learners invest 

more time online and high-educated learners are less satisfied with online education (Ke & Kwak, 2013). 

Moreover, females tend to participate more online (Coldwell, Craig, Paterson, & Mustard, 2008), but Paechter 

and Maier (2010) found no difference in online learning experiences based on gender or age. Nevertheless, 

males and females may take different approaches to the use of technology, possibly resulting in various online 

learning experiences (Gunn, McSporran, Macleod, & French, 2003). 
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3. PROBLEM STATEMENT AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
 
Building on the positive relationship between adult education, social inclusion and social capital, this study 

examines how adult learners perceive that their social inclusion and social capital have changed since they 

have started to participate in online and blended courses. The influence of participation in digital learning 

environments is of special interest for adults risking social exclusion, because digitalisation is believed to 

reduce social exclusion. Van Dijk and Van Deursen (2014, p. 45) even stated that ‘growing digital media use 

enables more and better participation in contemporary society’. 

The current study examines two cases in which adults are engaged in technology- based learning: the first 

fully online, the second blended learning. More specifically we provide nuanced understanding of both 

situations. In the two cases, we study the dynamics of participation in technology-based learning on adults’ 

social inclusion and social capital. First, we give a general impression of change in social inclusion and social 

capital perceived by both groups of adult learners. Second, we identify if those perceptions are similar or 

different among the two groups. Furthermore, we provide in- depth insight of the situation in each case: do 

we notice differences between subgroups, and if so, which socio-demographic variables are related to the 

perceived change in social inclusion and social capital? By answering the latter question, we can scrutinize if 

certain (vulnerable) groups of adult learners perceive higher increases with regard to their social inclusion and 

social capital. 

First, the following research questions are addressed: 

1. To what extent do adult learners perceive change in their social inclusion and social capital after 

participation in OBL? 

2. How do the perceptions of change in social inclusion and social capital differ among online and 

blended adult learners? 

Next, these research questions are raised among the two different cases more specifically:  

Case 1: 

3. What differences are there among online adult learners regarding their perception of change in social 

inclusion and social capital after participation in online adult learning? 

4. Which socio-demographic variables are related to online adult learners’ perceived change in social 

inclusion and social capital? 

Case 2: 

5. What differences are there among blended adult learners regarding their perception of change in social 

inclusion and social capital after participation in blended adult learning? 

6. Which socio-demographic variables are related to blended adult learners’ perceived change in social 

inclusion and social capital? 
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4. METHODOLOGY 
4.1  Research context 

The current study presents two cases of adults studying in technology-based courses: the first case represents 

adults learning fully online, the second concerns blended learning. Both cases differ on several dimensions, 

but are similar in that they took place in the Dutch-speaking part of Belgium. The case of online learning is 

provided by the Flemish Employment Agency (FEA). This agency provides VET-related (Vocational and 

Educational Training) courses, for example through ‘web-learning’. It gives adults the possibility to study 

vocational skills fully online in a virtual learning environment on their own place and time. The courses are 

mainly built around learner-content interaction, complemented by learner-teacher interaction under the form 

of an online coach. In this case, learner-learner interaction is absent. Therefore, it matches the less interactive, 

transmission model of online learning. 

The second case consists of adult learners following blended courses in either specific teacher training 

(ISCED level 6) or secondary adult education (ISCED level 2- 4). Six adult education centres (AECs) 

participated in this study. The organisation of the blended courses differed among the centres and courses, 

due to the fact that each centre and instructor has an autonomy to decide on the implementation of the online 

activities. Yet, all online learning activities included learning paths or online collaborative work through wiki’s 

or discussion forums. Therefore, three types of interactions are realised: learner-content, learner-teacher and 

learner-learner. 

4.2  Sample 

Adult learners engaged in blended courses in AECs (n=125) as well as those who were enrolled in online 

‘web-learning’ (n=161) provided by the FEA, answered the questionnaire at the end of the school year. Table 

2 shows the socio-demographic variables of both groups of participants. Among the adults who joined a 

blended course in an AEC (hereafter referred to as ‘blended adult learners’), 34.4% took part in a specific 

teacher training and 65.6% followed courses in secondary adult education, of which 54.4% were registered 

for second chance education. Regarding the learners of online courses provided by the FEA (hereafter 

referred to as ‘online adult learners’), adults mainly followed courses on ICT, languages and office 

management. The main socio- demographic difference between both groups is that the online adult learners 

are primarily unemployed, while most blended adult learners are employed. Additionally, the age groups are 

more equally distributed among online adult learners compared to blended learners in AECs, who are younger 

in general. Furthermore, blended adult learners are more often low-educated, while most participants from 

FEA at least have obtained a secondary degree. Most of the AEC- and FEA-learners are not married, i.e. they 

are single, unmarried, living together, divorced or widow / widower. Finally, the division of gender and native 

language is almost equal in both groups, revealing that women and natives are the majority. Yet, almost 20% 

of AEC online learners do not speak Dutch as a native language. We consider this group as non-natives, since 

additional socio- demographic information about their country of birth showed that the vast majority of them 

were not born in Belgium as well. 
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Table 2: Participants’ socio-demographic variables by course provider 

 Blended courses provided by 

adult education centres (AEC’s) 

(N=125) 

Online courses provided by the 

Flemish Employment Agency 

(FEA) (N=161) 

Gender 
  

Male 40.0% 50 37.9% 61 

Female 60.0% 75 62.1%  100 

Age group 
  

-25 22.4% 28 13.7% 22 

25-34 39.2% 49 18.0% 29 

35-44 20.8% 26 24.2% 39 

45-54 17.6% 22 31.1% 50 

55+ 0.0% 0 13.0% 21 

Native language 
  

Dutch 80.8% 101 86.3% 139 

Not Dutch 19.2% 24 13.7% 22 

Marital status 
  

Married 26.4% 33 33.5% 54 

Not married 73.6% 92 66.5% 107 

Employment status 
  

Employed 72.8% 91 29.2% 47 

Unemployed 11.2% 14 63.4% 102 

Outside the labour market 16.0% 20 7.5% 12 

Educational attainment 
  

Lower secondary degree 39.0% 48 14.3% 23 

Secondary degree 18.7% 23 42.2% 68 

Higher education degree 42.3% 52 43.5% 70 

 

4.3  Instruments 

The first section of the questionnaire requested information about the participants’ socio- demographic 

characteristics and background, including: gender, age, ethnicity, marital status, employment, educational 

attainment, the educational program in which they were enrolled and the provider of the courses. 

In the second part of the questionnaire adult learners’ social inclusion was operationalised through social 

participation and social connectedness. Besides this, social capital consists of bonding and bridging ties. First, 

adult learners were asked to indicate the change in social participation they perceived since they have started 

the course. The presented items were adjusted from the SIT-instrument’s dimension ‘participation and 

connection’ of De Greef, Segers, and Verté (2010) (Table 3). Thereafter, the change in social connectedness 

was measured using the social connectedness scale (Grieve et al., 2013) (Table 3). 

After careful screening of the social connectedness scale, two items have been removed due to interpretation 

difficulties for both groups of adult learners. Finally, adult learners’ social capital has been measured using 

the scale of Williams (2006) (Table 3). The initial items were evaluated by three experts in the field of adult 



58 
 

education. Based on the content validity, one item has been removed from the bonding social capital scale 

and three from the bridging social capital scale. Finally, all scales were translated into Dutch, using back-

translation. An overview of all items is provided in Appendix A. 

Table 3: Instruments for measuring social inclusion and social capital 

Variable Source 
Number 

of items 
Scale 

Cronbach’s 

Alpha 
Exemplary items 

Social inclusion      

Social participation 

De Greef, 

Segers, & 

Verté 

(2010) 

8 

1: this activity 

has 

significantly 

decreased to  

5: this activity 

has 

significantly 

increased 

.935 

Visiting family and 

relatives 

 

Taking part in 

activities and events in 

your neighbourhood 

Social connectedness 
Grieve et al. 

(2013) 
8 

1: completely 

disagree to  

5: completely 

agree 

.953 

Due to following this 

course, I feel close to 

people. 

 

Due to following this 

course, I am able to 

connect with other 

people. 

Social capital      

Bonding social capital 
Williams 

(2006) 
9 

1: completely 

disagree to  

5: completely 

agree 

.929 

Due to following this 

course, there are 

several people I can 

talk to when I feel 

lonely.  

Bridging social capital 
Williams 

(2006) 
7 

1: completely 

disagree to 

5: completely 

agree 

.912 

Due to following this 

course, I am interested 

in things that happen 

outside of my town. 

 
4.4  Data collection 

Online and blended learning is not yet common practice in Flemish adult education. Therefore, we had to 

search for educational organisations who offered online or blended learning to adults. Due to this, 

convenience sampling was administered to include six adult education centres who offered blended learning. 

Since the AECs do not organise fully online courses, the FEA was selected as a provider of online education. 

All adults participated voluntarily in completing the questionnaire, administered electronically in a computer 

room of the adult education centres if possible. Otherwise, the participants filled in a paper version of the 
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questionnaire. The involved teachers and researchers supported the learners in case of questions. As for the 

FEA, the questionnaire was solely distributed through the online learning environment, since there was no 

physical contact with the learners. 

4.5  Data analysis 

The data from both samples has been merged into one dataset. Initially, the incomplete and unengaged 

answers were removed. Given that the questionnaire was constructed based on previously validated scales, 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) has been conducted to confirm validity after translation. According to 

Table 4, fit indices on all scales show acceptable values. The reliability of all administered scales is also 

considered as satisfactory: social participation (α=.935), social connectedness (α=.953) and bonding (α=.929) 

and bridging (α=.912) social capital (Table 3). The general dataset offers overall descriptive statistics and is 

used to test differences between the two cases. Thereafter, statistical analyses, such as Independent Samples 

T-test, one-way ANOVA and MANOVA, were performed on both cases separately using SPSS 23. 

Table 4: Results of Confirmatory Factor Analysis 

Variables CFI RMSEA SRMR 

Social inclusion 
   

Social participation 0.958 0.125 0.037 

Social connectedness 0.957 0.136 0.036 

Social capital 0.930 0.090 0.046 

 

5. RESULTS 

5.1  Perceived social inclusion and social capital of online and blended adult learners 

In addressing the first research question it seems that online and blended adult learners perceive a decrease 

in social participation (M=2.74, SD=0.58) and bonding social capital (M=2.88, SD=0.77). On the other hand, 

an increase in social connectedness (M=3.13, SD=0.74) and bridging social capital (M=3.16, SD=0.79) is 

reported (Table 5). Regarding the second research question, all t-tests are significant. This indicates that the 

two groups differ significantly regarding their perceived change in social inclusion and social capital. Adult 

learners in both cases perceive a decrease in social participation since they have followed the course, yet 

blended adult learners report a more negative tendency. Whereas blended adult learners experience an increase 

with regard to social connectedness, online adult learners are neutral towards change in social connectedness. 

Blended adult learners perceive an increase in bonding and bridging social capital. In contrast, there are no 

significant reported changes of social capital among online adult learners due to their participation in the 

online courses. In addition, the dependent variables are being predicted by the categorical predictor ‘group’ 

through MANOVA. Using Wilks’ Lambda, there is a significant effect of group on the two dimensions of 

social inclusion (λ = 0.88, F (2, 283) = 18.08, p< .001) and bonding and bridging social capital (λ = 0.93, F 

(2, 283) = 10.56, p< .001). According to the analyses, the variable ‘group’ explains 10.2% of the variation in 

social inclusion and 11.3% in social capital. 
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Table 5: Descriptive statistics of social inclusion and social capital among AEC blended and FEA online adult 
learners M(SE) 

 

Testing variables General Blended Online Results of t-tests 

Social participation 2.74 (.035) 2.56 (.065) 2.87 (.031) 
t(284)= 4.383 

p<.001 

Social connectedness 3.13 (.044) 3.29 (.052)  3.00 (.065) 
t(284)= -3.289 

p<.001 

Bonding social capital 2.88 (.046) 3.07 (.056) 2.72 (.066) 
t(284)= -4.026 

p<.001 

Bridging social capital 3.16 (.047) 3.39 (.052) 2.97 (.069) 
t(284)= -4.833 

p<.001 

Note: The values are presented on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 to 5. This entails the following for interpretation: values below 3 

indicate a perceived negative change, a value of 3 indicates no perceived change, values above 3 indicate a perceived positive change 

 
 

5.2 Case 1: Differences among online adult learners with regard to social inclusion and social capital 

To address the third research question, we explore the extent to which online adult learners differ from each 

other with respect to perceived change in social inclusion and social capital depending on their socio-

demographic background. According to Table 6, non-natives report significantly higher increases in social 

connectedness (t=- 3.810; p<.001) and bonding (t=-3.768; p<.001) as well as bridging social capital (t=- 

5.573; p<.001). Table 6 shows that the youngest age group differs significantly from the 35 to 44 year olds in 

their perception of change in social participation (p<.05). The latter group experiences the biggest decrease 

in participating in social activities. Furthermore, age reveals no other significant differences, just like gender, 

marital status, employment status and educational attainment do not show significant differences among the 

online adult learners.     
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Table 6: Group means (SE) among FEA online adult learners 

Socio-demographic 

variables 

Social 

participation 

Social 

connectedness 

Bonding  

social capital 

Bridging  

social capital 

Gender 
    

Male 2.93 (.052) 2.98 (.107) 2.73 (.107) 2.96 (.112) 

Female 2.84 (.038) 3.02 (.082) 2.72 (.085) 2.99 (.088) 

Age group 
    

-25 3.02 (.122) * 3.23 (.201) 2.89 (.166) 3.10 (.192) 

25-34 2.93 (.068) 3.12 (.129) 2.85 (.133) 3.04 (.127) 

35-44 2.69 (.071) * 2.94 (.136) 2.69 (.152) 2.96 (.145) 

45-55 2.90 (.041) 2.93 (.124) 2.65 (.124) 2.94 (.135) 

55+ 2.92 (.052) 2.91 (.150) 2.58 (.177) 2.86 (.197) 

Native language 
    

Dutch 2.87 (.032) 2.91 (.069) *** 2.63 (.071) *** 2.87 (.075) *** 

Not Dutch 2.89 (.106) 3.60 (.127) *** 3.33 (.128) *** 3.61 (.107) *** 

Marital status 
    

Married 2.85 (.041) 2.92 (.108) 2.69 (.109) 2.96 (.118) 

Not married 2.89 (.042) 3.05 (.081) 2.74 (.083) 2.98 (.085) 

Employment status 
    

Active 2.97 (.035) 3.09 (.114) 2.83 (.120) 3.06 (.117) 

Unemployed 2.85 (.044) 2.99 (.085) 2.67 (.087) 2.93 (.093) 

Inactive 2.70 (.115) 2.73 (.168) 2.72 (.146) 3.02 (.156) 

Educational attainment 
    

Lower secondary degree 2.94 (.072) 3.25 (.120) 3.02 (.137) 3.21 (.108) 

Secondary degree 2.82 (.054) 2.94 (.121) 2.58 (.113) 2.86 (.123) 

Higher education degree 2.90 (.043) 2.98 (.083) 2.76 (.094) 3.01 (.097) 

* Group means significantly differ on p<.05 level ** Group means significantly differ on p<.01 level 

*** Group means significantly differ on p<.001 level 

 

Subsequently, social inclusion and social capital are predicted based on online adult learners’ socio-

demographic variables through MANOVA (RQ4). In predicting social inclusion, consisting of social 

participation and social connectedness, age group and native language are included as categorical predictors. 

Using Wilks’ Lambda, there is a significant effect of native language on social inclusion (λ = 0.91, F (2, 150) 

= 7.25,    p< .001). It seems that native language has a significant effect on social connectedness only (Table 7). 

During the prediction of bonding and bridging social capital, native language is considered as a categorical 

predictor. Using Wilks’ Lambda, there is a significant effect of native language on social capital (λ = 0.91, F 

(2,158)=7.72, p<.001). Table 7 shows that native language has a significant effect on both bonding and 

bridging social capital. 

Consequently, for the online adult learners, native language significantly predicts change in social 

connectedness and social capital, but not social participation. The effect sizes are small to medium 

(Cohen, 1988). 
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Table 7: Results of univariate ANOVA’s among online adult learners 

Dependent variable 
Categorical 

predictor 
Df model Df error F 

Partial 

Eta 

Squared 

Social inclusion      

Social participation 

(R² = .087;  

Adjusted R² = .033) 

Native language 1 151 0.697 .005 

Social connectedness 

(R² = .108;  

Adjusted R² = .054) 

Native language  1 151 14.25*** .086 

Social capital      

Bonding social capital 

(R² = .082;  

Adjusted R² = .076) 

Native language  1 159 14.20*** .082 

Bridging social capital 

(R² = .082;  

Adjusted R² = .076) 

Native language  1 159 14.22*** .082 

* p<.05, ** p<.01, *** p<.001 level 

 

5.3 Case 2: Differences among blended adult learners with regard to social inclusion and 

social capital 

Next, we examine to which extent the blended adult learners differ from each other concerning perceived 

change in social inclusion and social capital depending on their socio-demographic background (RQ5). The 

most prominent result is that the native language of the blended adult learners reveals significant differences 

on all social outcome variables (Table 8). First, non-natives perceive higher increases in social connectedness 

(t=-3.865; p<.000) and bonding (t=-2.694; p<.01) as well as bridging social capital (t=-3.188; p<.002) 

compared to native learners. Second, natives tend to indicate that participation in blended adult education 

decreases their social participation, whereas non-natives are rather neutral on this dimension (t=-2.694; 

p<.01). Third, males and females significantly differ as to social participation (t=2.524; p<.05), females 

perceive a higher decrease in social participation compared to male participants. Next, the youngest age group 

experiences a higher increase in both bonding (p<.05) and bridging social capital (p<.05) compared to older 

adult learners (45-55 year). Fifth, Table 8 shows that married adults indicate a significantly higher increase in 

their feeling of being socially connected compared to unmarried adults (t=2.774; p<.01). Finally, employment 

status and educational attainment reveal no significant differences among the participating blended adult 

learners.    
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Table 8: Group means (SE) among AEC blended adult learners. 

Socio-demographic 

variables 

Social 

participation 

Social 

connectedness 

Bonding 

social capital 

Bridging 

social capital 

Gender 
    

Male 2.74 (.084) * 3.34 (.091) 3.10 (.094) 3.40 (.083) 

Female 2.43 (.090) * 3.27 (.063) 3.06 (.069) 3.39 (.066) 

Age group 
    

-25 2.69 (.135) 3.51 (.109) 3.34 (.136) * 3.71 (.121) * 
25-34 2.65 (.089) 3.20 (.068) 3.02 (.083) 3.30 (.073) 

35-44 2.52 (.139) 3.25 (.133) 3.11 (.115) 3.36 (.121) 
45-55 2.21 (.191) 3.27 (.145) 2.80 (.112) * 3.24 (.104) * 

55+ N.A. N.A. N.A. N.A. 

Native language 
    

Dutch 2.47 (.069) ** 3.20 (.057) *** 3.00 (.064) ** 3.31 (.058) ** 

Not Dutch 2.91 (.159) ** 3.69 (.092) *** 3.37 (.088) ** 3.72 (.089) ** 

Marital status 
    

Married 2.56 (.134) 3.53 (.096) ** 3.18 (.078) 3.53 (.083) 

Not married 2.56 (.074) 3.21 (.060) ** 3.03 (.070) 3.34 (.063) 

Employment status 
    

Employed 2.56 (.073) 3.32 (.059) 3.07 (.060) 3.39 (.059) 
Unemployed 2.45 (.215) 3.39 (.164) 3.26 (.211) 3.47 (.205) 

Outside the labour market 2.61 (.180) 3.11 (.147) 2.96 (.161) 3.35 (.111) 

Educational attainment 
    

Lower secondary degree 2.56 (.108) 3.37 (.088) 3.19 (.101) 3.47 (.094) 
Secondary degree 2.56 (.131) 3.21 (.124) 3.02 (.108) 3.31 (.111) 

Higher education degree 2.54 (.104) 3.23 (.077) 2.97 (.081) 3.32 (.068) 

* Group means significantly differ on p<.05 level ** Group means significantly differ on p<.01 level 

*** Group means significantly differ on p<.001 level 

 

Finally, the last research question is focused on. In predicting social inclusion, consisting of social 

participation and social connectedness, among blended adult learners, gender, native language and marital 

status are simultaneously included as categorical predictors. Using Wilks’ Lambda, there is a significant effect 

of native language on social inclusion (λ = 0.84, F(2, 116) = 11.03, p< .001). Univariate ANOVAs (Table 9) 

reveal that native language has a significant effect on both social participation, and social connectedness. 

Additionally, using Wilks’ Lambda, there is also a significant effect of gender on social inclusion (λ = 0.94, 

F(2, 116) = 3.61, p< .05). However, Table 9 reveals that gender only has a significant effect on social 

participation. Furthermore using Wilks’ Lambda, there is a significant effect of marital status on social 

inclusion (λ = 0.94, F(2, 116)=3.47, p< .05). As reported in Table 9, marital status has a significant effect on 

social connectedness. 
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During the prediction of social capital, including bonding and bridging social capital, age group and native 

language are considered as categorical predictors. Using Wilks’ Lambda, there is only a significant effect of 

native language on social capital (λ = 0.92, F(2, 116)= 4.75, p< .01). Table 9 shows that native language has 

a significant effect on both bonding and bridging social capital.  

Table 9: Results of univariate ANOVA’s among blended adult learners 

Dependent variable Categorical predictor Df model Df error F 

Partial 

Eta 

Squared 

Social inclusion      

Social participation 

(R² = .153;  

Adjusted R² = .102) 

Gender 1 117 4.25* .035 

Native language 1 117 9.41** .074 

Marital status 1 117 0.50 .004 

Social connectedness 

(R² = .170;  

Adjusted R² = .120) 

Gender 1 117 3.29 .027 

Native language 1 117 13.58*** .104 

Marital status 1 117 6.61** .053 

Social capital      

Bonding social capital 

(R² = .176;  

Adjusted R² = .126) 

Age group 1 117 1.21 .030 

Native language 1 117 6.46** .052 

Bridging social capital 

(R² = .215;  

Adjusted R² = .169) 

Age group 1 117 1.20 .030 

Native language 1 117 9.23** .073 

* p<.05, ** p<.01, *** p<.001 level 

 

Therefore, native language is the only socio-demographic variable that significantly predicts social inclusion 

and social capital among blended adult learners. Additionally, gender significantly predicts social participation 

and marital status has a significant effect on social connectedness. The effect sizes are small to medium 

(Cohen, 1988). 

6. DISCUSSION 
 

The current study has contributed to our understanding of adult learners’ perception of change in social 

inclusion and social capital after participation in OBL. The study has been conducted in two different cases, 

namely blended learning provided by the AECs and online learning organised by the FEA. 
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6.1  Contrasting two cases: Blended versus online adult learners 

In general, our results showed that online and blended adult learners perceive a decrease in social participation 

and bonding social capital, but an increase in social connectedness and bridging social capital. In addition, it 

has been found that blended and online learners differ significantly from each other regarding their perception 

of change in social inclusion and social capital. Blended adult learners perceive more positive changes 

compared to the online adult learners in this study. This significant difference could have been related to the 

different nature of the learning modes (Rovai & Jordan, 2004). There is a lack of research which contrasts 

OBL regarding outcomes such as social inclusion and social capital. If different delivery modes are compared, 

most often, learning effectiveness, academic scores or satisfaction are the focus (e.g., Larson & Sung, 2009; 

Means et al., 2013). The results of these studies are mixed: some show no significant difference (e.g., Larson 

& Sung, 2009), others indicate that blended learning environments show more advantages (e.g., Means et al., 

2013, Rovai & Jordan, 2004). However, they have a common base, stressing the importance of an appropriate 

pedagogy, which supports (online) interaction and collaboration instead of independent online learning 

(Means et al., 2013). In this study, learner-learner interaction was not facilitated in the online learning 

environment of the FEA. Therefore, it seems that the pedagogical approach, next to the mode of delivery, 

might be an additional factor, which explains the difference in perception of change in social inclusion and 

social capital between online and blended learners. As being stated by Tamim et al. (2011): 

It is arguable that it is aspects of the goals of instruction, pedagogy, teacher effectiveness, subject  

matter, age level, fidelity of technology implementation, and possibly other factors that may 

represent more powerful influences on effect sizes than the nature of the technology intervention. 

(p. 17) 

A decrease in social participation has been observed among both blended and online adult learners. This 

finding is not surprising because adults spend a lot of their spare time studying. Theoretically, this can be 

interpreted according to the rational choice theory (Allingham, 2002), which states that adults perform a cost-

benefit analysis before engaging in an educational experience. One of the possible costs might be lack of time, 

which results in no time for leisure activities (Boeren, 2009) and thus explaining the decrease in social 

participation. 

Furthermore, a discrepancy in the perceived change of social inclusion among blended adult learners has been 

identified. They indicated that their social connectedness increased, whereas their social participation 

decreased. A possible explanation could be that their social participation was affected by the extensive 

engagement during participation in the courses, because this reflects the behavioural dimension of social 

inclusion. In other words, blended adult learners perceive that their social participation has been limited due 

to their educational participation. Notwithstanding the decrease in social participation, blended adult learners 

still experienced an increase in the feelings of social connectedness attributed to their participation in the 

blended course. The combination of the three modes of interaction - learner-content, learner-instructor and 

especially learner-learner - seems to be a factor which explains the increased social connectedness reported 

in the blended case. The results suggest that the behavioural and emotional dimensions of social inclusion are 

affected in opposing ways for learners participating in blended adult learning. 
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Furthermore, the results imply that blended adult learners perceive more positive change regarding bridging 

social capital compared to bonding social capital. In this respect, Field (2009) specifies that participation in 

learning leads to extending social networks, which refers to bridging ties. Hence, it seems that participation 

in blended adult learning primarily supports the development of new social relations and networks (cf. 

bridging ties), while the close, bonding ties are not directly affected (Oztok et al., 2015; Steinfield et al., 2008). 

Almost no change in online adult learners’ social inclusion or social capital has been identified. It seems as if 

the majority of online adult learners did not perceive an influence on social inclusion or social capital due to 

their participation in the online courses. Moreover, if they experienced a change, it was slightly negative. This 

finding can be related to pedagogical characteristics of the learning environment, but also to the activation 

approach towards the unemployed. First, the lack of online learner-learner interaction in the adopted online 

learning environment might be an explanatory factor. Interaction with peers was absent. Yet an online coach 

was available upon the request of the online learner. The instructional design did not take into account the 

utmost importance of online learner-learner interaction (Inayat et al., 2013; Kang & Im, 2013). This suggests 

that the presence of online learner-learner interaction could be of major importance if the enhancement of 

social inclusion and social capital is aimed for. Second, the activation approach towards the unemployed 

influences the change in social inclusion and social capital as well. According to Ó Tuama (2016) a ‘restrictive 

approach’ focuses merely on directing citizens towards courses and employment, without taking into account 

the adult’s circumstances. Most practices in our current societies lean towards this restrictive approach. Some 

unemployed adults might benefit from this approach, which enhances their human capital through (online) 

courses. However, ‘others need not only help with their human capital, but also with their social capital in 

order to leverage their education and training’ (Ó Tuama, 2016, p. 116). Certainly for vulnerable unemployed 

adults, ‘reflective activation’ could be beneficial in order to enhance their social inclusion and social capital 

(Ó Tuama, 2016). 

6.2 The relationship between adult learners’ socio-demographic background and their social 

inclusion and social capital 

In the two cases, our results indicate that native language is related to the differences between adult learners 

with regard to their social inclusion and social capital development. Moreover, it is the only socio-

demographic variable significantly related to social inclusion and social capital, among both groups of adult 

learners. This partly contradicts the finding of Ke and Kwak (2013), who reported that learners from 

minorities have more negative experiences in online learning. But our finding is in line with previous research, 

which highlighted that vulnerable adults, such as non-natives, benefit more from their educational 

participation regarding social outcomes (Manninen et al., 2014; De Greef et al., 2014; Panitsides, 2013). This 

supports the assumption that vulnerable adults (e.g., non-natives) experience a greater need and urgency 

towards social, personal and educational development compared to those who are more privileged. 
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Furthermore, other socio-demographic variables (i.e., gender, marital status and age) reveal differences among 

adult learners with regard to their social participation and social connectedness. Female learners from the 

blended learning group perceived less social participation compared to their male peers. Also in the blended 

learning environment, married adults show more social connectedness in comparison to unmarried 

participants. For this finding, one might suggest that married adults participate in adult education because of 

other motivational orientations, such as social stimulation (Boshier, 2006). In addition, the results indicate 

that significant differences exist among various age groups. Younger adults participating in the blended 

learning environments perceive that they have built up more social capital compared to older adult learners. 

These findings support the claim of the BeLL study (Manninen et al., 2014) which states that adult education 

serves as a ‘stepping stone’ into society for younger participants. Yet, no other socio-demographic variable 

seems to explain adults’ social inclusion and social capital development, whereas educational attainment, for 

example, was assumed to account for differences among adults (Manninen et al., 2014). 

To sum up, this study has identified that non-natives perceive more benefits regarding social inclusion and 

social capital development compared to native adult learners in blended as well as online learning 

environments. In other words, non-native adult learners experienced to a greater extent benefits in the 

blended and the online case. This entails that both modes of delivery bring about perceived positive benefits 

for non- native adult learners. For non-native adult learners the engagement in whichever learning 

environment might yield substantial benefits because of the multiple types of interaction which feed their 

social relations. Additionally, in the blended learning environment, gender, marital status and age group 

revealed differences among the adult learners. 

 
6.3  Limitations 

Nonetheless, attention should be paid to the interpretation of the results of this study. First, the questionnaire 

referring to social inclusion and social capital has been based on self-reported perceptions of the adult 

learners. However, while conducting a research of such complex phenomenon, the meaning-making 

experiences and perceptions of the central actors should be taken into account. Furthermore, it was not 

possible to compare blended and online learners from the same type of organisation due to the fact that the 

research has been conducted in authentic contexts to ensure ecological validity. In Flanders, adult education 

centres did not organise fully online courses at the time of data collection. Therefore, the differences in 

institution (AECs versus FEA) and their various target groups might have contributed to the findings of this 

study. Next to that, the course duration and institutional characteristics have not been taken into account in 

this study. These variables also could have accounted for differences in social inclusion and social capital. 

Finally, all adult learners filled in the questionnaire in Dutch, which might have entailed problems for the 

non-native adult learners. However, in order to follow the courses, all learners should possess an appropriate 

level of Dutch language skills. 
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6.4  Recommendations for future research 

In order to examine diverse technology-based learning environments in the future, extensive (quasi-) 

experimental studies are needed in order to scrutinize the role of different pedagogical factors. Next to 

quantitative research, future qualitative research on the meaning-making processes and experiences of adult 

learners is recommended. This may be useful to deepen the findings of this quantitative study with more 

nuanced and in- depth information concerning adults’ perception of change in social inclusion and social 

capital. Moreover, longitudinal studies could analyse the impact of participation in adult education with 

respect to social outcomes more closely. Above all, case studies focusing solely on the experiences of 

vulnerable adults, such as non-natives, could enhance our understanding of this specific target group. Finally, 

other variables next to individual learner characteristics should be included in future research. It is not merely 

the mode of delivery that explains effects of educational participation (Bates, 2015). Elements of the learning 

environment are of major importance in creating conditions supporting social inclusion and social capital in 

OBL environments. 

7. CONCLUSION 
 

In the context of digitalisation, this study examined how adult learners perceive changes in their social 

inclusion and social capital triggered by participation in blended and online adult learning. First, results show 

that online and blended adult learners differ significantly in their perception of change in social inclusion and 

social capital. Blended adult learners perceive more positive changes, but the behavioural and emotional 

dimensions of social inclusion are affected in opposing ways. This study also suggests that participation in 

blended adult learning primarily supports the development of bridging social capital. Online adult learners, 

on the other hand, have not perceived any change in social inclusion or social capital due to their participation 

in online courses. Second, although engaged in different learning environments, similar findings on the 

influence of native language in supporting social inclusion and social capital have been reported in both cases. 

Non-natives experience a higher increase in social inclusion and social capital compared to native adult 

learners in the two cases. 

This study provides a theoretical framework for the exploration of social inclusion and social capital among 

adult learners, through the concepts of social participation and social connectedness, complemented by 

bonding and bridging social capital. The findings suggest that participation in OBL is valuable for non-natives’ 

social inclusion and social capital. Therefore, online and blended learning should be encouraged among adults 

whose life biographies contain more transition phases, certainly in times of increasing migration. 

Furthermore, a reflective approach towards activation of unemployed adults is recommended. This approach 

does not only take into account the enhancement of adults’ human capital, but social capital as well. Finally, 

the findings highlight the importance of OBL’s pedagogy. Online learner-learner interaction seems to be 

necessary, not only in order to bolster high quality learning, but also to support social inclusion and social 

capital. 
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APPENDIX A 

Social participation 

Since I have started to follow this course, I feel like the following social activities have … 1: decreased significantly, 2: decreased, 

3: neither decreased, nor increased, 4: increased, 5: increased significantly 

Visiting family and relatives  
Visiting friends and acquaintances 

Taking part in local activities and events in my neighbourhood 
Taking part in artistic activities with others (making music, performing, dancing, …)  
Taking part in cultural activities (going to the theatre, movies, museums, …) 

Taking part in sportive activities with others 
Organizing activities in my neighbourhood or for an association I am involved in  
Spending time with others, for example in a pub or restaurant 
 
Social connectedness 

By following this course, … (1: completely disagree →5: completely agree) 

I feel comfortable in the presence of strangers.  
I am in tune with the world. 
I fit in well in new situations.  
I feel close to people. 
I see people as friendly and approachable.  
I feel understood by the people I know. 

I am able to relate to my peers. 
I am able to connect with other people. 
 
Bonding social capital 

By following this course, … (1: completely disagree → 5: completely agree) 

There are several people I trust to help solve my problems. 
There is someone I can turn to for advice about making very important decisions.  
There is someone that I feel comfortable talking to about intimate personal problems.  
There are several people I can talk to, when I feel lonely. 

I know someone I can turn to, if I needed financial support. 
There are several people who would put their reputation on the line for me.  
There are several people who would be good job references for me. 
I know people well enough to get them to do anything important.  
There are several people who would help me fight an injustice. 
 
Bridging social capital 

By following this course, … (1: completely disagree → 5: completely agree) 

I am interested in things that happen outside of my town.  
I want to try new things. 
I am interested in what people unlike me are thinking.  
I am curious about other places in the world. 

I feel like part of a larger community. 
I am willing to spend time to support general community activities.  
I have new people to talk to. 
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CHAPTER 3 

The influence of learning support in blended learning  

on adults’ social inclusion and social capital 

 

ABSTRACT 

In line with the digitalisation of society, adult education providers implemented blended learning throughout 

its practices. Blended learning is assumed to be a promising teaching approach, because it creates successful 

learning opportunities. However, in a society that remains characterized by social exclusion, scholars did 

not fully uncover which educational factors in a blended learning environment contribute to social benefits 

for adult learners. Since interaction and support are believed to be bring about social benefits, the present 

study examines the influence of various types of learning support in blended courses on social inclusion and 

social capital for adults. A questionnaire (N=139) measured adults’ perceptions of diverse types of learning 

support, social inclusion and social capital. The results revealed that instructional support consists of two 

factors, namely informational support and process guidance. Informational support is negatively related to 

social participation, whereas process guidance positively determines social participation. In addition, transfer 

and peer support positively influence social connectedness and social capital. The results advance empirical 

knowledge by establishing that instructors should offer several types of support and facilitate peer support 

throughout blended learning in order to achieve positive changes in adults’ social inclusion and social capital, 

next to academic gains.  
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Adult learning; interactive learning environments; blended learning; learning support; social capital 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Due to digitalisation of society, technology-supported teaching methods have penetrated conventional forms of 

education. This results in teaching approaches like blended learning, described as the combination of online and 

face-to-face instruction (Graham, 2004). In accordance, adult education has implemented blended learning into 

their practices. Consequently, a rising number of adults follow courses through blended learning, which is about 

to become ‘the new normal’ (Norberg, Dziuban, & Moskal, 2011). Blended learning seems to be a promising 

teaching approach. In the first place, previous research showed that blended learning facilitates more effective and 

successful learning compared to fully online or face-to-face courses (Means, Toyama, Murphy, & Baki, 2013; Vella, 

Turesky, & Hebert, 2016). Furthermore, participation in blended learning is positively related to social outcomes, 

such as adult’s social inclusion and social capital (Cocquyt, Diep, Zhu, De Greef, & Vanwing, 2017). Since 23.7% 

of adults are at risk of poverty or social exclusion (Eurostat, 2017), participation in technology-supported adult 

learning is assumed to be important for their empowerment. However, few studies have tried to scrutinize which 

elements in these learning environments are beneficial for adults’ social outcomes.  

Interaction is the building stone of all learning (Vygotsky, 1978), and is also crucial in advancing online learning 

experiences of the highest quality (Anderson, 2008). Throughout blended learning, interaction can take place face-

to-face or online, which is considered as a strength of this educational approach (Fryer & Bovee, 2018; Johnson, 

2017). A well-established typology on interaction was proposed by Moore (1989), identifying three interaction 

modalities: learner-content, learner-instructor, and learner-learner interaction. Empirical studies showed that the 

three aforementioned interaction modalities are determining factors of learner’s performance and satisfaction in 

blended or online learning (Kang & Im, 2013; Kuo & Belland, 2016; Wei, Peng, & Chou, 2015). With respect to 

social outcomes, the quality of online learner-learner interaction was found to be positively related to social capital 

of adults in blended learning (Diep, Cocquyt, Zhu, Vanwing & De Greef, 2017). 

While engaged in blended learning, adults interact with their instructor, fellow learners and the learning content, 

either face-to-face or online. During those interactions, adults receive different types of learning support from 

various sources. Building on Moore’s prominent typology (1989), support arises from learner-instructor and 

learner-learner interactions and support might be necessary to achieve meaningful learner-content interaction 

among others. Previous studies already examined the role of diverse types of learning support for cognitive and 

academic outcomes in online or blended learning environments. First of all, several recent studies established that 

support from the instructor in online or blended learning environments is positively related to the development of 

higher-order thinking (Johnson, 2017), and self-directed learning competency (Kim, Olfman, Ryan, & Eryilmaz, 

2014), as well as learner’s motivation to persist throughout e-learning (Fryer & Bovee, 2018) and their course 

satisfaction (S. J. Lee, Srinivasan, Trail, Lewis, & Lopez, 2011). Instructor support is also necessary to help adult 

learners in overcoming physical constraints which hinder their online learning (Choi & Park, 2018). In this respect, 

Choi and Park (2018) suggested that the instructor should involve the family members and superiors of adult 

learners and inform them about the program. Hence, instructor support is also about making a connection between 

the classroom and adults’ daily life, i.e. transfer support (Nijman, 2004). A second source of support stems from 

learner-learner interaction, namely peer support. To show, online peer support leads to enhanced thesis quality of 

university students (Aghaee & Keller, 2016). In addition, a meta-analysis showed that online tools which enable 
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cognitive support among peers are beneficial for their learning (Borokhovski, Bernard, Tamim, Schmid, & 

Sokolovskaya, 2016). Besides this, peer support is also positively associated with learner’s satisfaction in online 

learning (S. J. Lee et al., 2011). Finally, technical support is considered as a basic condition to facilitate successful 

learner-content interaction in online learning environments. Johnson (2017) included technical support as a 

foundation in her framework for blended learning courses. Furthermore, the ease of use of a MOOC positively 

influences students’ satisfaction and their continuance intention (Joo, So, & Kim, 2018). Hence, a MOOC or online 

learning environment should be learner-friendly and easy to use. As a consequence, technical support is assumed 

to be a necessity in order to reduce possible technical issues. 

The aforementioned studies mostly focused on the relationship between diverse types of learning support and 

academic outcomes in online or blended learning environments. Additionally, limited research attention has been paid 

to adults in technology-supported learning environments (Fu & Hwang, 2018). Hence, less is known about which 

supportive elements from those learning environments could contribute to social outcomes of adult learners. A recent 

study did scrutinize that active learner engagement in MOOCs leads to social capital development (Joksimović et 

al., 2018). However, privileged people participate in MOOCs predominantly, and underprivileged people perceive 

more barriers towards MOOCs (van de Oudeweetering & Agirdag, 2018). In this respect, blended learning 

programs which offer new learning possibilities to all adults could be a strong vehicle for their empowerment due 

to the combination of online and face-to-face support. Therefore, this study will clarify the relationship between 

different types of learning support and social outcomes (i.e. social inclusion and social capital) of adults in blended 

learning programs. In order to do so, a comprehensive theoretical framework of learning support is developed 

based on the three most important types of interaction (Moore, 1989). The framework integrates learning support 

from different sources and functions, and consists of support from the instructor, peer support and technical 

support. The results of this study will add to a growing body of literature on the influence of learning support in 

technology-supported learning environments. Understanding the link between learning support and social 

outcomes will help the adult education practice to support wider benefits of learning, and finally contributes to the 

tackling of social exclusion.  
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 The contribution of adult learning and education (ALE) for social inclusion and social capital 

Participation in ALE creates multiple social benefits, such as improvements in health, family life and social capital 

(Schuller, Preston, Hammond, Brassett-Grundy, & Bynner, 2004). The importance of the social benefits arising 

from ALE is widely recognized (UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning, 2016). According to Manninen and 

colleagues (2014, p.49): “social benefits are one of the most important and most frequently reported benefits” of 

adult education. In this study, the social benefits of ALE are mapped through the lenses of social inclusion and 

social capital.  

2.1.1 ALE and social inclusion, operationalized by social participation and social connectedness 

In an adult education context, social inclusion is conceptualized as consisting of social participation and social 

connectedness (Cocquyt et al., 2017). Social participation refers to the behavioral dimension of social inclusion, 

whereas social connectedness expresses the affective dimension (Cocquyt et al., 2017). Social participation is 

defined as “the extent to which a subject takes part in different social networks and other activities in society” 

(Ekström, Ivanoff, & Elmstahl, 2013, p.459). Next to this, social connectedness reflects the “subjective awareness” 

(R. M. Lee & Robbins, 2000, p.484) or “self-evaluation of the degree of closeness between the self and other 

people, the community, and society at large” (R. M. Lee, Dean, & Jung, 2008, p.415).  

Empirical studies showed that participation in adult education courses leads to increased social inclusion (De Greef, 

Verté, & Segers, 2014; Manninen et al., 2014). With regard to social participation, adults perceived that their social 

activity improved after joining courses of adult education (Tett & Maclachlan, 2007). Besides, Panitsides (2013) 

reported that adults feel that they are a member of a community due to educational participation. Moreover, 

engaging in family literacy programs fulfills the need for affiliation and connectedness of disadvantaged women 

(Prins, Toso, & Schafft, 2009). These findings refer to an enhanced feeling of social connectedness. Hence, 

participation in ALE has the potential to increase both dimensions of social inclusion, to mention social 

participation and social connectedness. 

2.1.2  ALE and social capital 

In the present study, an individual-structural approach to social capital is employed. According to Bourdieu and 

Wacquant (1992) social capital is “the sum of resources, actual or virtual, that accrue to an individual by virtue of 

possessing a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition” 

(p.119). However, the nature of those relationships might differ. That is why the distinction between bonding and 

bridging social capital has been made (Putnam, 2000). Bonding social capital refers to strong relationships within 

a homogeneous group, such as with family or close friends. On the other hand, bridging social capital specifies 

relationships among individuals with heterogeneous backgrounds. In other words, bonding social capital is 

described as strong ties and bridging social capital as weak ties (Granovetter, 1983). Those weak ties are of special 

interest because it makes possible to broaden one’s horizon, to retrieve information which is not available in 

people’s close network, or to get access to new resources.  
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Social capital and ALE have a reciprocal relationship. Social capital influences participation and achievement in 

adult learning, and in turn participation reinforces social capital (J. Field, 2005). With regard to bonding social 

capital, Tett and MacLachlan (2007) found that adults get help from their friends easier. Furthermore, bridging 

social capital develops due to participation in adult education: adults build new friendships (Panitsides, 2013), meet 

more people and are involved in more social networks (Manninen et al., 2014). Next to developing more social 

capital, ALE is supportive of the recovery of diminished social capital (McIntyre, 2012). As a consequence, it seems 

that ALE is beneficial for the development or recovery of bonding and bridging social capital.  

2.2  Conceptualizing learning support in blended learning: employing an interaction-typology 

In order to examine the influence of learning support in blended learning on adults’ social inclusion and social 

capital, a theoretical framework of learning support is developed. First, the concept of blended learning and its 

relationship with (social) benefits is described. Subsequently, Moore’s (1989) interaction-typology is presented and 

the importance of (online) interaction in blended learning is explained. Building on Moore’s typology, the 

theoretical framework of learning support is introduced, referring to instructional, transfer, peer and technical 

support.  

2.2.1  Blended learning and its influence on social inclusion and social capital 

Blended learning combines face-to-face and online instruction (Graham, 2004). It builds on the conveniences of 

online learning, without losing face-to-face contact. According to Norberg et al. (2011) blended learning refers to 

blending spaces as well as time, enabled by technology. This means that classroom and distance learning are 

integrated (space), and synchronous meetings are alternated with asynchronous learning activities (time) by means 

of technology. Technology can be employed in diverse ways throughout blended learning (Bates, 2015). In a 

traditional sense, technology serves as a classroom aid to replicate the physical classroom online. In more advanced 

settings, blended learning makes optimal use of the unique features of online and face-to-face learning by flipping 

the classroom, and hybrid or flexible learning (Bates, 2015).  

Overall, benefits as flexibility, accessibility, affordability (Selwyn, Gorard, & Williams, 2001) and improved 

pedagogy (Graham, 2004) ensure the appeal of blended learning as a delivery mode in adult education. Several 

studies showed the added value of blended learning (Means et al., 2013; Vella et al., 2016), for example in providing 

a strong sense of community (Rovai & Jordan, 2004). Among university students, computer-supported 

collaborative learning was found to enhance social capital (Mebane, Porcelli, Iannone, Attanasio, & Francescato, 

2008). Other studies demonstrated that using social media like Facebook strengthens social connectedness (Grieve, 

Indian, Witteveen, Tolan, & Marrington, 2013). For adults, participation in blended learning seems positively 

related to their social connectedness and social capital (Cocquyt et al., 2017). Notwithstanding, few studies 

examined the relationship between characteristics of blended learning environments and social benefits, such as 

social participation, social connectedness and social capital. Hence, the current study will scrutinize which design 

features in blended learning foster social benefits for adult learners. In order to do so, the interaction-typology of 

Moore (1989) is employed, because interaction is considered as a vital part of online learning (Anderson, 2008). 
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2.2.2  The role of (online) interaction in blended learning 

It is the strength of blended learning that online and offline possibilities for interaction are intertwined (Fryer & 

Bovee, 2018; Johnson, 2017). Interaction can take place between several actors. For that reason, Moore (1989) 

distinguished the three most common types of interaction in distance education: learner-content interaction, 

learner-instructor interaction and learner-learner interaction. First, learner-content interaction is the process in 

which learners interact and engage with the content, study subject or learning resources (Kuo & Belland, 2016; 

Moore, 1989). This kind of interaction is often a passive one-way communication (Moore, 1989), but the content 

has become more interactive throughout the development of online learning (Anderson & Dron, 2011). Next to 

this, learner-instructor interaction entails the communication between learners and instructor, through which the 

instructor aims to achieve the foreseen objectives and to motivate the learner (Moore, 1989). It consists of 

“guidance, encouragement, motivational and emotional support” (Kuo & Belland, 2016, p.663). Furthermore, 

Moore (1989) explains the promising value of learner-learner interaction, which is described as the reciprocal and 

collaborative interchange among learners (Kuo & Belland, 2016). As for learner-instructor and learner-learner 

interaction, online learning makes it possible that these kinds of interactions take place easily by using a 

combination of asynchronous and synchronous communication tools (Anderson, 2008). 

In general, meta-analyses showed that interaction is beneficial for learner’s performance in blended or online 

learning (Bernard et al., 2009; Bernard, Borokhovski, Schmid, Tamim, & Abrami, 2014). Specifically, the quality of 

interpersonal interaction is positively related to student’s achievement in online learning (Jaggars & Xu, 2016). In 

particular, studies in the context of online or blended learning indicated that learner-instructor interaction (Kang 

& Im, 2013; Kuo & Belland, 2016; Wei et al., 2015) and learner-content interaction (Kuo & Belland, 2016) are 

valuable for outcomes such as performance and satisfaction. Yet, the meta-analysis of Bernard and colleagues 

(2009) showed that learner-instructor interaction is less important compared with learner-content and learner-

learner interaction with regard to achievement. The findings regarding the role of learner-learner interaction for 

learning outcomes are mixed. On the one hand, learner-learner interactions were found to have a positive effect 

on achievement and performance in online courses (Kurucay & Inan, 2017; Wei et al., 2015). On the other hand, 

Kuo and Belland (2016) presented that learner-learner interaction is not significantly related to satisfaction or 

performance in online learning. This last finding should be interpreted cautiously due to the fact that there was no 

student collaboration included in the examined programs. Though, the quality of online interaction among learners 

in blended courses is favorable in developing social benefits, such as social capital (Diep et al., 2017). Based on 

this finding, the current study will advance scientific insights about the influence of several types of interactions 

on social benefits emanating from participation in blended learning. In particular, interaction is made concrete 

through the function it embodies, namely support.  

2.2.3  Developing the theoretical framework of learning support 

Building on the three types of interaction (Moore, 1989), learning support is operationalized by several dimensions 

(Table 10). Learner-instructor interaction takes the form of instructional support and transfer support. Accordingly, 

peer support originates from learner-learner interaction. Finally, in a blended learning environment, students 
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engage with the content partly through technology. In order to facilitate successful learner-content interaction, 

technical support is necessary.  

Table 10: Theoretical framework of interaction and learning support in blended learning 

Interaction Learning support 

Learner-instructor interaction Instructional support 

Transfer support 

Learner-learner interaction Peer support 

Learner-content interaction Technical support 

 

2.2.3.1 Instructional support 

Instructional support is a factor which is prominently studied in technology-supported learning environments 

(Chang et al., 2015). Instructional support refers to:  

Instructional guidance to learning, which involves answering students’ questions, correcting their 

misunderstandings, providing clear instruction, relevant resources, and constructive feedback on their 

assignments and performance. Moreover, instructional support includes dialogs and course structures to 

motivate and encourage students to learn and master course materials and achieve learning objectives. 

(Lee et al., 2011, p.159).  

Mullen and Tallent-Runnels (2006) summarized instructional support as consisting of academic and affective 

support. Instructional support positively influences satisfaction with learning and online learning achievement 

(Kang & Im, 2013; S. J. Lee et al., 2011; Mullen & Tallent-Runnels, 2006). Furthermore, instructional support is 

beneficial for competencies in self-directed learning (Kim et al., 2014) and for developing higher-order thinking 

skills (Johnson, 2017). Support from the instructor is also a crucial factor in encouraging learners to persist during 

e-learning courses (Fryer & Bovee, 2018). In addition, instructional support enhances learning in game-based 

environments (Wouters & Van Oostendorp, 2013), and the ability to solve information-based problems (Brand-

Gruwel & Gerjets, 2008). In other words, empirical research corroborates that instructional support is essential 

for high-quality academic outcomes.  

2.2.3.2 Transfer support 

Next to instructional support, the instructor can give transfer support. Nijman (2004) emphasized the crucial role 

of the supervisor in enabling transfer of training to the workplace. When translating this to an educational context, 

transfer support is regarded as the support an instructor gives to facilitate transfer from the classroom to a learner’s 

daily life. Transfer support brings together the notions of instrumental transfer support, “helping in the planning 

of using the learned in daily life” (De Greef, Segers, & Verté 2012, p.7) and informational transfer support, 

“advising how to use what has been learned in daily life” (De Greef et al., 2012, p.7). De Greef et al. (2012) found 

that transfer possibilities bring about an increase in adult’s social inclusion. However, this study was conducted in 

traditional courses, not making use of technology-supported learning environments. Regarding online learning, 
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Choi and Park (2018) described that the instructor should involve family members of adult learners and their 

supervisors at work in order to overcome possible barriers. Hence, supporting the transfer from the classroom to 

adults’ daily life seems important when adopting online learning environments for adults.  

2.2.3.3 Peer support 

Learner-learner interactions include peer support, collaboration, student cohesiveness, affiliation and relationships 

with fellow students (Chang et al., 2015). Hence, peer support originates from learner-learner interaction. Peer 

support refers to “peer-to-peer learning which involves students supporting each other on academic and non-

academic issues” (Lee et al., 2011, p.159). This definition outlines peer support as consisting of academic and non-

academic assistance. According to most studies, peer support is positively associated with learning outcomes such 

as satisfaction, performance and persistence (Ashwin, 2003; Chu & Chu, 2010; Du, Zhou, Xu, & Lei, 2016; S. J. 

Lee et al., 2011). For example, Aghaee and Keller (2016) found that online peer support is beneficial for the quality 

of university students’ theses. Therefore, it is suggested that peer support is indispensable to ensure high-quality 

online learning.   

2.2.3.4 Technical support 

In order to get access to online learning materials, adult learners should be comfortable with the online technologies 

and be able to cope with technical problems (Song, Singleton, Hill, & Koh, 2004). Therefore, technical support is 

necessary to facilitate learner-content interaction in technology-supported learning environments (Johnson, 2017). 

Technical support is described as “assistance for any technical issue that students may face in the online and 

blended courses” (Lee et al., 2011, p.159). Derived from this definition, it is possible that technical support sprouts 

from various sources, for example from instructors, peers and the technical support staff or from the help function 

in the learning management system. Researchers claimed that technical support is essential to guarantee success in 

online or blended learning (Graham, 2004; Johnson, 2017). To show, technical support is positively correlated with 

learner’s course satisfaction (Lee et al., 2011). Learner’s computer anxiety, perceived usefulness and ease of use of 

the e-learning system also relate to satisfaction (Sun, Tsai, Finger, Chen, & Yeh, 2008). In a more recent study, Joo 

et al. (2018) reported that the ease of use of MOOCs is important for learners’ satisfaction and intention to 

continue the course. Therefore, technical support is relevant in order to reduce computer anxiety, make clear the 

usefulness and ensure the ease of use of the e-learning system. As a result, learners might optimally benefit from 

their online learning experiences due to sufficient technical support. 

3. PROBLEM STATEMENT: EXAMINING THE ROLE OF LEARNING SUPPORT IN BLENDED 

LEARNING FOR ADULT’S SOCIAL INCLUSION AND SOCIAL CAPITAL 

In online or blended courses, most studies examined how diverse types of learning support have an effect on 

academic outcomes, such as performance and satisfaction (Aghaee & Keller, 2016; Johnson, 2017; Joo et al., 2018). 

Next to academic outcomes, there are indications that support in non-educational contexts enhances social 

outcomes like social inclusion and social capital. Ekström et al. (2013) found that informal support from family 

and friends facilitates social participation of fractured elderly people. Furthermore, the use of social network sites 

such as Facebook brings about access to social, tangible, and emotional support (Li, Chen, & Popiel, 2015; Nolan, 
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Hendricks, & Towell, 2015). Nolan et al. (2015) declared that access to support is a source of social capital. In 

other words, receiving support from various sources enriches social relationships, which gives access to more 

resources, which in turn facilitates the development of social capital. In formal educational contexts, few studies 

have touched upon the notion of support to examine social outcomes of learning processes. Joksimovic et al. 

(2018) did examine the influence of learner-related factors (i.e. language, discourse and activity) and pedagogical 

factors (i.e. adopted media and invested time) on social capital development in MOOCs. They reported that being 

actively engaged as a learner in MOOCs is beneficial for building relationships, and thus social capital (Joksimović 

et al., 2018).  

The current study will advance the empirical knowledge on the pedagogical factors in blended courses that affect 

social outcomes of adult learners through the lenses of interaction and learning support. Learning support is 

operationalized by instructional support, transfer support, peer support and technical support (Figure 3). 

Conducting this study in the context of blended learning takes into account that blended learning is ‘the new 

normal’ mode of delivery in education (Norberg et al., 2011) and provides a counterbalance against MOOCs, 

which mainly reach privileged learners (van de Oudeweetering & Agirdag, 2018). In other words, this study will 

complement the existing knowledge on benefits of adult learning by focusing on social outcomes instead of 

academic gains and by scrutinizing the role of learning support for these social outcomes in formal blended learning 

contexts. Consequently, this study will answer the following research questions: 

How are support from the instructor (instructional support and transfer support), peer support, and 

technical support in blended courses related to adults’ social inclusion, as measured by social participation? 

How are support from the instructor (instructional support and transfer support), peer support, and 

technical support in blended courses related to adults’ social inclusion, as measured by social 

connectedness? 

How are support from the instructor (instructional support and transfer support), peer support, and 

technical support in blended courses related to adults’ bonding and bridging social capital? 
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Figure 3: The conceptual framework of learning support for social inclusion and social capital 

 

4. METHODOLOGY 

4.1 Research context and procedure 

The current study was conducted among six adult education centres (AEC) in the Dutch-speaking region of 

Belgium. The AEC organize formal adult education for diverse groups of adult learners. The courses vary from 

secondary adult education (ISCED level 2-4) to specific teacher training (ISCED level 6), which allows teaching in 

secondary education. As a prerequisite to participate in the study, learners needed to be enrolled in a program 

which applies blended learning. However, blended learning was organized differently in the six AEC. In particular, 

the AEC and instructors have the responsibility to decide upon the extent of blended learning. Apart from the 

various blended learning arrangements (i.e. ranging from 25% to 75% of online learning), all online learning 

activities were similar in the six AEC. Adult learners executed online learning activities through their centre’s 

learning management system. The online learning activities combined online collaborative work through wiki’s or 

discussion fora and individual assignments for example by following online learning paths.   

This study followed a cross-sectional design. To reach as many blended adult learners as possible, centres were 

selected among the AEC that organized blended learning courses. Hence, convenience sampling was employed. 

The adult learners completed a questionnaire at the end of the school year. If possible, the questionnaire was filled 

in online under supervision of the researchers. If not, a paper version was employed.  

4.2 Sample 

A total of 139 adult learners completed the questionnaire. The majority (66.2%) was engaged in secondary adult 

education, among who 52.2% were enrolled in second chance education. The remaining participants were 

attending a specific teacher training program (33.8%). Next to this, Table 11 shows that the current sample mainly 
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consists of women (60.4%), adults younger than 35 years old (61.2%), unmarried (71.9%) and employed adults 

(71.2%). The educational background of the sample is mixed, bringing together adults with a lower secondary 

degree (35.3%), higher secondary degree (21.6%) and higher education degree (41.7%). Almost 20% of the 

participants indicated that Dutch (i.e. the official regional language) is not their native language. Yet their level of 

Dutch was sufficient in order to be eligible to follow the courses.  

Table 11: Summary of the sociodemographic variables of the participants (N=139) 

Categories % N 

Educational program 
  

Secondary adult education 66.2% 92 

 Second chance 

education 
52.2% 47 

 Other 

secondary 

adult 

education 

47.8% 45 

Specific teacher training 33.8% 47 

Gender 
 

Male 39.6% 55 

Female 60.4% 84 

Age group 
 

<25 21.6% 30 

25-34 39.6% 55 

35-44 23.0% 32 

45-55 15.8% 22 

Native language 
 

Dutch 81.3% 113 

Not Dutch 18.7% 26 

Marital status 
 

Married 28.1% 39 

Not married 71.9% 100 

Employment status 
 

Employed 71.2% 99 

Unemployed 11.5% 16 

Outside the labour market 17.3% 24 

Educational attainment 
 

Lower secondary degree 35.3% 49 

Secondary degree 21.6% 30 

Higher education degree 41.7% 58 

Missing 1.4% 2 
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4.3 Instruments 

The administered questionnaire was built from previously validated instruments (Table 12). First of all, the 

participants filled in their background characteristics which contain gender, age, native language, as well as marital 

status, employment status, and the highest obtained educational degree complemented by the course which they 

followed. Secondly, adult learners indicated their perceptions of learning support. Two instruments have been 

utilized to operationalize the four types of learning support. The instrument developed by Lee et al. (2011) 

measured instructional, peer and technical support. Next to this, a part of the SIT-instrument (Social Inclusion 

after Transfer) of De Greef, Segers and Verté (2010) is useful to assess the extent of transfer support. Finally, the 

perceived change in social inclusion and social capital was mapped. The subscale ‘participation and connection’ of 

the SIT-instrument (De Greef et al., 2010) is valuable to investigate social participation. In addition, the positive 

social connectedness instrument (Grieve et al., 2013; R. M. Lee, Draper, & Lee, 2001; Sinclair & Grieve, 2017) was 

used to measure change in social connectedness. Two items of the social connectedness scale caused interpretation 

difficulties for participants. So, they were not included in the questionnaire. Furthermore, Williams’ scale (2006) 

for measuring social capital was utilized. Based on adult education experts’ evaluation, one item of bonding social 

capital was excluded, as well as three items of bridging social capital. By means of back-translation, all instruments 

were translated into Dutch. Appendix B and C (p.184-185) provide a detailed list of all items. 
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Table 12: Instruments for measuring learning support, social participation, social connectedness and social capital 

Variable Source 
Number 

of items 
Scale Exemplary items 

Learning support     

Instructional support 

 

Peer support 

 

Technical support 

 

Lee, Srinivasan, 

Trail, Lewis, & 

Lopez (2011) 

10 

 

5 

 

4 

 

1: completely 

disagree 

5: completely 

agree 

The instructor responds to 

my questions in a timely 

manner. 

Students in this course are 

willing to provide help to 

other students. 

I felt that I could get 

technical support when I 

needed. 

Transfer support 
De Greef et al. 

(2010) 
4 

1: completely 

disagree 

5: completely 

agree 

I discussed with the teacher 

how to use my skills and 

knowledge in my day to day 

living. 

Social inclusion     

Social participation 
De Greef et al. 

(2010) 
8 

1: this activity 

has 

significantly 

decreased  

5: this activity 

has 

significantly 

increased 

Taking part in sportive 

activities with others 

Social connectedness 

Lee, Draper, & 

Lee (2001); 

Grieve, Indian, 

Witteveen, 

Tolan, & 

Marrington 

(2013) 

8 

1: completely 

disagree  

5: completely 

agree 

Due to following this course, 

I am able to relate to my 

peers. 

Social capital     

Bonding social capital Williams (2006) 9 

1: completely 

disagree 

5: completely 

agree 

Due to following this course, 

there is someone I can turn 

to for advice about making 

very important decisions. 

Bridging social capital Williams (2006) 7 

1: completely 

disagree 

5: completely 

agree 

Due to following this course, 

I have new people to talk to. 
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4.4 Data analysis 

According to analysis in G*Power (Faul, Erdfelder, Buchner, & Lang, 2007) our sample size (N=139) allows to 

detect medium effects (f²=0.25, α=0.05, power=0.80). To begin, Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) was 

performed in two phases. First, as part of a bigger research project in which this study is embedded, the dependent 

variables (i.e. social participation, social connectedness and social capital) have been validated on a sample of 508 

adult learners, using the lavaan package in R (Rosseel, 2012). Subsequently, for the purpose of the current study, 

additional CFA was conducted in order to validate the independent variables of learning support. Furthermore, 

correlation analyses followed by univariate and multivariate analyses of covariance (ANCOVA and MANCOVA) 

were performed using SPSS 25.0. The assumptions for conducting ANCOVA were followed (Field, 2009). The 

independence of the covariate and the group effect was confirmed and all regression slopes were homogenous. 

When a significant effect on the multivariate level was found, results of the univariate analyses were reported (Field, 

2009). In addition, background variables might influence the dependent variables. Therefore, relevant categorical 

variables were included in the analyses of covariance to control for their effect.  

5. RESULTS 

5.1 Measurement validation of the questionnaire 

5.1.1  CFA of social participation, social connectedness and social capital 

The scales which measure social participation, social connectedness, and social capital have been validated on a 

sample of 508 adult learners (Table 13). In the current sample, those dependent variables also show high internal 

consistency: social participation (α=.94), social connectedness (α=.94), bonding social capital (α=.89) and bridging 

social capital (α=.87). An additional correlation analysis on the current sample shows that social participation and 

social connectedness are not significantly correlated with each other at all (r=.10, p>.05). Hence, it is difficult to 

continue considering them as two factors pertaining to the same theoretical construct of social inclusion. As a 

result, social participation and social connectedness will be treated like separate variables in consecutive analyses. 

Bonding and bridging social capital are positively correlated with each other on a significant level, r=.76, p<.001. 

Consequently, those two variables remain regarded as two dimensions of social capital.  

Table 13: Results of Confirmatory Factor Analysis for the dependent variables (N=508) 

Variables CFI RMSEA SRMR 

Social inclusion    

Social participation 0.958 0.125 0.037 

Social connectedness 0.957 0.136 0.036 

Social capital  

(bonding and bridging) 

0.913 0.098 0.056 
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5.1.2  CFA of learning support 

According to the results of the CFA, the original model, including instructional, transfer, peer and technical support, 

does not show good fit (Table 14). The reversed items of the peer and technical support scale are removed due to 

poor factor loadings (Maruyama, 1998). Besides, three items (INS1, INS2, and INS4) load rather low, below .50, 

on the instructional support scale. After careful examination, it seems that the scale of instructional support could 

reveal a two-factor solution. Items one to five form a separate factor. Content-wise this factor refers to getting 

clear information about and during the course, which we define as informational support. In addition, items six to 

ten give shape to the second factor. It reflects the guidance and encouragement which the instructor offers. 

Therefore, we attribute the following name to the second factor: process guidance. Once the reversed items are 

removed and instructional support is presented as two separate factors, the model shows an acceptable fit 

(Table 14). The Comparative Fit Index (CFI) is close to 0.9, which is acceptable (Iacobucci, 2010). For the Root 

Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) and the Standardized Root Mean square Residual (SRMR) values 

lower than .08 are preferred (MacCallum, Browne, & Sugawara, 1996). Based on the CFA results, learning support 

consists of five factors: 1) informational support, 2) process guidance, 3) transfer support, 4) peer support and 5) 

technical support. The factor loadings of all items are presented in Appendix B. After establishing discriminant 

validity of the factors through CFA, reliability analysis is conducted on the five factors of learning support. The 

results show that all of them demonstrate adequate internal consistency with Cronbach’s alpha ranging from .77 

to .89 (Appendix B).  

Table 14: Results of Confirmatory Factor Analysis for learning support (N=135) 

Variable CFI RMSEA SRMR 

Learning support  

(original model*) 

0.778 0.108 (0.097-0.119) 0.094 

Learning support 

(adjusted model**) 

0.897 0.082 (0.069-0.095) 

 

 

0.073 

* The original model consisting of four factors: instructional, transfer, peer and technical support 
** The adjusted model consisting of five factors: informational, process guidance, transfer, peer, and technical support 

 

5.2 The correlations between learning support, social participation, social connectedness and social 

capital 

As the results of the CFA revealed that learning support consists of five factors, all successive analyses will include 

1) informational support, 2) process guidance, 3) transfer support, 4) peer support and 5) technical support as 

dimensions of learning support. Table 15 shows that transfer and peer support are positively correlated with social 

connectedness, respectively r=.36, r=.28. In addition, transfer and peer support are positively correlated to bonding 

(r=.42, r=.34) as well as bridging social capital (r=.35, r=.32), illustrating medium effects sizes (Field, 2009). 

Technical support also has a positive correlation with social connectedness (r=.18) and both dimensions of social 

capital (r=.17, r=.20). Furthermore, the results reveal that informational support is negatively associated with social 
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participation (r=-.22). All the latter correlations show small effects (Field, 2009). Process guidance is not 

significantly correlated with any dependent variable.  

Table 15: Correlation analysis between learning support, social participation, social connectedness and social capital 

 Social 

participation 

(M=2.61, 

SD=.706) 

Social 

connectedness 

(M=3.23, 

SD=.667) 

Bonding  

social capital 

(M=3.06, 

SD=.627) 

Bridging  

social capital 

(M=3.35, 

SD=.611) 

Informational 

support  

(M=4.17, SD=.562) 

 

-.22* -.06 -.01 -.06 

Process guidance 

(M=4.22, SD=.643) 

 

 .03  .04  .09  .06 

Transfer support 

(M=3.45, SD=.682) 

 

-.02  .36***  .42***  .35*** 

Peer support 

(M=3.86, SD=.591) 

 

-.11  .28**  .34***  .32*** 

Technical support 

(M=3.57, SD=.756) 

 

-.02  .18*  .17*  .20* 

* Correlation is significant at .05 level ** Correlation is significant at .01 level *** Correlation is significant at .001 level (two-tailed) 

 

5.3 The role of learning support for social participation and social connectedness 

First, the analysis of covariance between learning support and social participation, controlling for relevant socio-

demographic variables, is reported upon. Table 16 shows that informational support is negatively related to social 

participation (F(1, 128) = 13.66, p<.001), but process guidance is positively related (F(1, 128) = 7.35, p<.01) to 

social participation. Table 16 also demonstrates that gender is a predictor of social participation (F(1, 128) = 5.55, 

p<.05). Male participants perceived higher social participation compared to females. However, the total explained 

variance of social participation is low.  

If we now turn to social connectedness, the second analysis of covariance reveals that transfer support (F(1, 128) 

= 13.29, p<.001), and peer support (F(1, 128) = 8.17, p<.01) are positively related to social connectedness (Table 

16). In addition, native language is a significant predictor of social connectedness (F(1, 128) = 12.32, p<.01). Adults 

who do not speak the regional language as mother tongue experienced higher social connectedness compared to 

native speakers. These variables explain 25% of the variance in social connectedness in our sample.  
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Table 16: Results of univariate analyses on social participation and social connectedness 

Dependent variable: social participation  

(R² = .143, Adjusted R² = .103) 

 

 B Df model Df error F η²partial 

Informational support 

Process guidance 

Transfer support 

- 0.508 

  0.342 

- 0.012 

1 

1 

1 

128 

128 

128 

13.66 *** 

7.35 ** 

0.02 

.096 

.054 

.000 

Peer support - 0.134 1 128 1.31 .010 

Technical support   0.047 1 128 0.30 .002 
 

Gender a 

 

  0.279 

 

1 

 

128 

 

5.55 * 

 

.042 

Dependent variable: social connectedness  

(R² = .287, Adjusted R² = .253) 

 

Informational support 

Process guidance 

Transfer support 

- 0.102 

- 0.158 

  0.322 

1 

1 

1 

128 

128 

128 

0.66 

2.11 

13.29 *** 

.005 

.016 

.094 

Peer support   0.288 1 128 8.17 ** .060 

Technical support   0.006 1 128 0.01  .000 

 

Native language b 

 

- 0.483 

 

1 

 

128 

  

12.32 ** 

 

.088 
* p<.05, ** p<.01, *** p<.001 level a Female as reference category b Dutch not as a native language as reference category  

 

5.4 The relationships between learning support and social capital 

On the multivariate level, using Wilks’ Lambda, transfer support (λ = 0.86, F(2, 127) = 9.84, p< .001) and peer 

support (λ = 0.90, F(2, 127) = 7.02, p< .001) are significantly related to social capital. Furthermore, native language 

is a significant multivariate predictor of social capital, Wilks’ Lambda (λ = 0.93, F(2, 127) = 4.46, p< .05), other 

socio-demographic variables are not. Table 17 provides detailed univariate results about these multivariate effects. 

Transfer and peer support are positively and significantly related to both dimensions of social capital (Table 17). 

Table 17 also illustrates that native language is a significant predictor of bonding and bridging social capital. Non-

native speakers perceived significantly more social capital compared to native speaking adults. This model explains 

27% of the variance in bonding social capital, and 24.7% in bridging social capital. A summary of the relationships 

between learning support and the dependent variables is presented in Table 18.  
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Table 17: Results of univariate analyses on bonding and bridging social capital 

Dependent variable: bonding social capital  

(R² = .303, Adjusted R² = .270) 

 

 B Df model Df error F η²partial 

Informational support 

Process guidance 

Transfer support 

- 0.096 

- 0.137 

  0.364 

1 

1 

1 

128 

128 

128 

0.68 

1.83 

19.67 *** 

.005 

.014 

.133 

Peer support   0.323 1 128 11.88 *** .085 

Technical support - 0.045 1 128 0.41 .003 

 

Native language b 

  

- 0.328 

 

1 

 

128 

 

6.54 * 

 

.049 

Dependent variable: bridging social capital 

(R² = .281, Adjusted R² = .247) 

 

Informational support 

Process guidance 

Transfer support 

- 0.162 

- 0.101 

  0.268 

1 

1 

1 

128 

128 

128 

1.97 

1.01 

10.87 *** 

.015 

.008 

.078 

Peer support   0.319 1 128 11.84 *** .085 

Technical support   0.011 1 128 0.03  .000 

 

Native language b 

 

- 0.365 

 

1 

 

128 

 

8.31 ** 

 

.061 
* p<.05, ** p<.01, *** p<.001 level b Dutch not as a native language as reference category 

 

Table 18: Summary of the influence of learning support on social participation, social connectedness and social capital 

 

  Social capital 

 Social  

participation 

Social 

connectedness 

Bonding  

social capital 

Bridging  

social capital 

Learner-instructor     

Informational 

support 

- n.s. n.s. n.s. 

Process guidance + n.s. n.s. n.s. 

Transfer support n.s. + + + 

Learner-learner     

Peer support n.s. + + + 

Learner-content     

Technical support n.s. n.s. n.s. n.s. 
n.s. = not significant 

 

6. DISCUSSION 

6.1 New factorial structure of instructional support: informational support and process guidance 

The measurement validation of the learning support scales confirmed that transfer, peer and technical support are 

separate factors. However, the factor analysis revealed that instructional support contains a two-factor solution, 

consisting of informational support and process guidance. When retrospecting the original instructional support 

scale proposed by Lee et al. (2011), their study was conducted in another context, being a fully online undergraduate 

course, compared to the current one, namely blended courses for adult learners. The contexts therefore differ in 

two ways: the design of the e-learning environment (fully online versus blended) and the target group 

(undergraduate students aged 16 to 22 versus adult learners). Based on these differences, both target groups might 

perceive instructional support differently. Moreover, Lee et al. (2011) did not report factor analyses on their data, 
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solely reliability measures. In their study, Cronbach’s alpha for instructional support was high, α = .957. That might 

be caused by the large number of items in the original scale (n=10) and does not guarantee unidimensionality of 

the scale (Field, 2009). In fact, the definitions presented in the current literature review highlighted that instructor 

and peer support consist of academic and non-academic support (S. J. Lee et al., 2011; Mullen & Tallent-Runnels, 

2006). Nijman (2004) also distinguished various forms of supervisor support, namely instrumental, informational, 

appraisal and emotional support. Therefore, it seems that the instructor is expected to deliver several types of 

support. This is corroborated by the ever changing and demanding role of the teacher in the 21st century (Wheeler, 

2001), ranging from instructional designer to facilitator of (online) learning processes. 

6.2  The influence of learning support on social participation, social connectedness and social capital 

The summary of the results (Table 18) visualized that social participation is influenced by informational support 

and process guidance. In addition, transfer and peer support have a significant relationship with social 

connectedness and both types of social capital. Because of the fact that social connectedness and social capital are 

influenced by the same predictors, those results will be discussed together (6.2.2). First, the findings concerning 

social participation are reviewed.  

6.2.1  Informational support and process guidance influence social participation (RQ1) 

First of all, the correlation analyses illustrated that process guidance has no significant correlation with any 

dependent variable. However, the results of univariate analysis of covariance revealed that process guidance is 

positively related to social participation. In other words, process guidance does not have a significant zero-order 

correlation with social participation, but does significantly influence social participation positively while controlling 

for other variables. According to Kline (2011) this might be caused by a suppression effect. In our case, classical 

suppression is observed: “Where one predictor is uncorrelated with the criterion but receives a nonzero beta weight 

controlling for another predictor. This … demonstrates that bivariate correlations of zero can mask true predictive 

relations once other variables are controlled.” (Kline, 2011, p.27).  

Building on studies which revealed that support from the instructor is important for the development of higher 

order thinking and persistence in online courses (Fryer & Bovee, 2018; Johnson, 2017), the current results showed 

that the two factors of instructional support have an ambiguous relationship with social participation. To show, 

informational support negatively influences social participation, whereas process guidance has a positive 

relationship with social participation. Taking a closer look at informational support, those items reflect a teacher-

driven approach. The instructor initiates and controls transferring the information to learners in a well-structured 

learning environment. On the contrary, the items measuring process guidance demonstrate a more open, self-

directed learning environment, in which the student starts the communication with the instructor. Porcaro (2011) 

connected the first to the instructivist learning theory and the latter to constructivism. Instructivist e-learning 

environments enable knowledge construction because of pre-determined and well-structured materials (Ke & Xie, 

2009). Besides, adult learners experienced high satisfaction with constructivist e-learning environments. Ke and 

Xie (2009) attributed this to a strong sense of community, ample opportunities for interaction and collaborative 

learning. Due to a constructivist, supportive, interactive, and self-directive learning environment, social outcomes 
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such as a sense of community (Ke & Xie, 2009) and enhanced social participation (as shown in the present study) 

can be achieved. In contrast, an over-emphasis of instructor-led interaction and communication (i.e., informational 

support) might diminish other opportunities to socially connect and participate, for example with peers. This leads 

us to suggest that informational support is negatively related to social participation due to teacher’s directive 

presence, but process guidance is positively related to social participation as a consequence of the instructor who 

facilitates open, supportive and interactive learning processes. In addition, gender is the only significant socio-

demographic predictor of social participation. Female adult learners perceived more diminished social participation 

compared to male students. This contradicts the finding of Manninen and colleagues (2014), who found that 

women experienced more social engagement than men.  

6.2.2 The positive role of transfer support and peer support for social connectedness and social capital 

(RQ2 and RQ3) 

The results of the multivariate analyses indicated that transfer and peer support influence social connectedness and 

social capital positively. As Nolan et al. (2015) suggested: support from various sources increases social capital. To 

this, our study adds that support from peers and transfer support from the instructor enhance adult learner’s social 

connectedness. Peer support was already found to improve learning outcomes of e-learning, such as satisfaction, 

performance and persistence (Aghaee & Keller, 2016; Chu & Chu, 2010; Du et al., 2016; S. J. Lee et al., 2011). In 

addition, the current results pointed out that peer support is essential in fostering social connectedness and social 

capital in blended adult learning. Concerning online learning, Choi and Park (2018) suggested that family members 

and supervisors of adult learners should be involved in and informed about the learning process to reduce dropout. 

A previous study by De Greef et al. (2012) acknowledged the importance of transfer possibilities to increase social 

inclusion, but not in technology-supported learning environments. So, our study contributed that transfer support 

in blended learning is a significant factor in improving social connectedness and social capital of adults. Hence, 

transfer and peer support are both positively related to social connectedness and social capital. This finding can be 

explored through the lens of (socio-)constructivism. In accordance with instructor’s process guidance, transfer and 

peer support point to a socio-constructivist learning environment in which learning through interaction and 

authenticity are key (Porcaro, 2011). The more teachers facilitate transfer between the classroom and adult learner’s 

daily life, for example through authentic and relevant tasks, the more adults will feel encouraged socially, and thus 

perceive more social benefits. In addition, with increasing (online) interaction and support among peers, their social 

network can expand and feelings of connectedness will build up (Joksimović et al., 2018). Contrary to findings 

regarding the positive relationship between technical support and learning outcomes (Lee et al., 2011), the current 

results showed no influence of technical support on social inclusion or social capital. This leads us to believe that 

technical support is of importance to bring about successful learning outcomes in blended learning (Johnson, 2017; 

Joo et al., 2018), but does not contribute directly to generating social benefits.  

Furthermore, native language is significantly related to social connectedness and social capital. Other socio-

demographic factors were not found to be influencing these dependent variables. According to the current results, 

non-natives (i.e. adult learners who do not speak the regional language, Dutch, as their native language) perceived 

more social benefits compared to native speakers with regard to social connectedness, bonding and bridging social 
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capital. This is inconsistent with the finding from Ke and Kwak (2013), who concluded that minority learners have 

more negative experiences with technology-enhanced learning. Though, the current finding endorses the premise 

that vulnerable learners, such as non-natives, feel a greater urge towards personal and social development 

(Panitsides, 2013). 

6.3 Limitations and future directions 

The theoretical framework of learning support was developed based on the three foremost types of interactions 

(Moore, 1989). The framework focused on the origin of support, i.e. from the instructor and fellow learners, and 

on accomplishing successful interaction with the (online) learning content. Although instructional support was 

complemented with transfer support from the instructor, the theoretical framework did not completely take into 

account the various ways in which instructors or peers can give support. Since the results of the CFA revealed that 

instructional support is not a unidimensional concept, support can have many different faces (e.g. Nijman, 2004). 

Therefore, it is suggested that future studies look into the different types of support an instructor and peers give 

to adults in blended learning environments. In this sense, future studies could examine which forms of support 

coming from various sources are beneficial for learning and social outcomes. In addition, the current study did not 

distinguish between online and offline support from the instructor or peers because blended learning was 

considered as a holistic experience. Hence, future studies could discern the role of online and offline support 

separately. Subsequently, the utilized instruments to measure learning support, social participation, social 

connectedness, and social capital rely on adult learners’ perceptions. Future research could employ other data 

collection techniques to map these concepts. We suggest adopting learning analytics or social network analysis to 

grasp (online) interactions and support systems. In addition, observations in the online or offline classroom might 

give scholars more in-depth information about authentic interactions and the support which arises from it. These 

approaches could increase ecological validity of studies as well. Finally, the total explained variance for the outcome 

of social participation was rather low. Therefore, future studies could explore other (pedagogical) factors which 

might influence participation in social activities. In addition, social participation and social connectedness did not 

seem to refer coherently to the theoretical construct of social inclusion. Hence, in the future, academics could 

reflect upon the operationalization of social inclusion and comprehensive ways of measuring it, be it quantitatively 

or qualitatively.  

6.4 Implications 

First of all, this study indicates that there is a need to further develop a comprehensive theoretical framework of 

learning support for adults in blended learning environments. This framework should take into account the specific 

context of blended learning environments, in which online and offline support provided by several actors (i.e. 

instructor and peers) are intertwined and reflect different functions (e.g., academic, emotional, instrumental, 

informational or transfer support). Theoretically, the results of the current study imply that constructivist and 

instructivist learning philosophies are ought to be brought together (Porcaro, 2011). For the adult education 

practice this means that the role of the instructor is vital in facilitating learning support. Instructors are expected 

to give various kinds of support, depending on the needs of the adult learners, and also to enable possibilities for 

peer support, formally or informally. In the specific case of blended learning, instructors would have to make this 
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happen online as well as in the physical classroom. This changing role of the teacher creates additional demands, 

especially in blended learning: instructors should be able to promote (online) support among peers, be available 

(online) when necessary, guide personalized learning processes, and bring about transfer to adult’s life-world. So, 

a suggestion to accomplish social benefits is to foresee opportunities for peer interaction and peer support. This 

could take place in formal online learning environments, but also informally, making use of social network sites 

such as Facebook. In striving towards social inclusion and developing social capital, individual characteristics, such 

as native language, still need to be acknowledged next to the learning environment. This implies that adult 

educators should get to know their learners properly, and adjust the support they give to adult learners’ needs and 

background.  

7. CONCLUSION 

In response to the perpetual societal issue of social exclusion, the current study examined educational factors in 

blended learning that are related to social benefits for adults like social participation, social connectedness and 

social capital. Active engagement in online courses leads to the development of social capital (Joksimović et al., 

2018). Moreover, numerous studies found that support from the instructor (e.g., Fryer & Bovee, 2018), peer 

support (e.g., Aghaee & Keller, 2016) and technical support (e.g., Joo et al., 2018) are important for academic gains 

in online or blended learning. Building on these findings, the present study advances the scientific literature by 

scrutinizing the role of learning support in blended courses for social benefits. A theoretical framework of learning 

support was developed based on the three most important types of interaction: learner-content, learner-instructor 

and learner-learner (Moore, 1989). As a result, instructional support, transfer support from the instructor, peer 

support and technical support were included as variables to predict adults’ social participation, social connectedness 

and social capital. A first contribution of this study is that instructional support consists of two factors, namely 

informational support and process guidance. This implies that support should not be regarded as a unidimensional 

construct, but as referring to multiple and various types of support. Furthermore, the results revealed that support 

from the instructor influences the perceived social outcomes of adult learners in different ways. On the one hand, 

informational support diminishes the extent to which adults participate in social activities. On the other hand, 

process guidance affects social participation positively and transfer support coming from the instructor enhances 

social connectedness and social capital. This study also showed that peer support is beneficial for social 

connectedness and social capital development. In contrast, technical support does not have a significant 

relationship with the social outcomes. These findings are not completely in line with the meta-analysis of Bernard 

et al. (2009), who stated that learner-instructor interaction is less important for academic achievement in 

comparison with learner-learner and learner-content interaction. Based on the results of the current study, it seems 

that both learner-instructor interaction (i.e. process guidance and transfer support) and learner-learner interaction 

(peer support) contribute positively to adults’ social participation, social connectedness and social capital. These 

types of support reflect a constructivist approach to learning and education. Therefore, it is recommended to 

facilitate support in blended courses from a constructivist perspective in order to foster social benefits for adult 

learners.   
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CHAPTER 4 

Contribution of social-constructivist and andragogical principles  

in blended learning to adult’s social inclusion and social capital 

 

ABSTRACT 

The paradigm shift from instructivism to constructivism, and the evolution from pedagogy to andragogy 

have led to self-directed, technology-enhanced learning environments for adults. Previous studies 

identified the importance of (online) constructivist and andragogical strategies to achieve deep knowledge 

construction. However, less is known about the social contribution of social-constructivist and 

andragogical principles (SCAP) in terms of social inclusion and social capital. To fill this gap, a 

questionnaire study was conducted among adults following courses by means of blended learning (N=139). 

One major finding showed that meeting learner’s personal needs is positively related to adults’ social 

capital. In addition, significant differences in terms of social inclusion and social capital were found based 

on adult learners’ native language. Hence, these results suggest a learner-centred and individualized 

approach to promote social inclusion and social capital.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Nowadays, 23.7% of adults in Europe are at risk of poverty or social exclusion (Eurostat, 2017). This means that 

a substantial group of adults is excluded or is not able to fully participate in society. To counter these societal 

challenges, adult learning and education (ALE) has been put to the fore (Preston & Hammond, 2002). Participation 

in ALE was found to contribute to adults’ personal and social development (Manninen et al., 2014). In developing 

such benefits, the teacher, instructional methods and fellow learners play a crucial role (Manninen et al., 2014).  

Regarding the instructional approaches and roles of teachers and learners, education underwent an important 

paradigm shift from objectivism to constructivism (Jonassen, 1991). A ‘new’ epistemology directed teaching and 

learning theories to be interactive and learner-centred (Hirumi, 2002). Following this paradigm shift and the 

increasing digitalisation of society, interactive communication technologies have been implemented in adult 

education. These new technologies are valuable for distance learning (Tenenbaum, Naidu, Jegede, & Austin, 2001). 

Originally, distance learning has been developed as one-way communication between an expert-teacher and 

passive-receptive learner, following a cognitive-behaviourist pedagogy (Anderson & Dron, 2011). However, 

nowadays, distance learning can be designed to promote interactive and constructivist learning due to the 

advantages of online communication technologies. As a consequence, we witness a positive trend for (partially) 

learning at a distance. In the USA, 31.6% of students registered for at least one distance course (Seaman, Allen, & 

Seaman, 2018).  

Tenenbaum and colleagues (2001) were among the first to scrutinize constructivist principles for open and distance 

learning. Moving further, constructivist ideas were also applied to online learning for adults (Huang, 2002). A clear 

parallel between constructivist theories and andragogical principles was described in order to achieve meaningful 

and authentic knowledge construction (Huang, 2002). A more recent study showed that the implementation of 

constructivism in a virtual learning environment leads to successful collaborative knowledge construction (Girvan 

& Savage, 2010). Next to cognitive gains, social-constructivist learning approaches, such as peer-assisted learning, 

are deemed useful “especially if the development of social outcomes is also an objective” (Schunk, 2012, p. 269). 

Furthermore, the application of andragogy in adult education is believed to enhance adults’ abilities and 

competences (Pavlova & Sanger, 2016). However, a lot remains unknown about the relationship between 

constructivist and andragogical learning principles and social benefits, particularly in technology-enhanced learning 

environments for adults.  

What has been lacking to date, is research on the social contribution of Social-Constructivist and Andragogical Principles 

(SCAP) for adults engaged in blended learning. Therefore, this study explores the influence of SCAP in blended 

courses on the social outcomes of adult learners, in terms of social inclusion and social capital. This study is carried 

out among adults who study through blended learning, i.e. a combination of online learning activities at a distance 

and face-to-face lessons. Conducting research in these blended learning settings meets the premise that blended 

learning is ‘the new normal’ in education (Norberg, Dziuban, & Moskal, 2011). Hence, this study will advance the 

empirical knowledge by integrating insights from constructivism, andragogy, blended learning, and the social 

benefits of adult learning.  
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2.  LITERATURE REVIEW 

Theoretically, this study is underpinned by the inherently similar principles of andragogy, constructivism, and 

blended learning to shed light on the social outcomes of ALE. Before the elaboration on andragogy, constructivism 

and blended learning, the social outcomes of ALE are explored. The concepts of social inclusion and social capital 

are valuable because they provide understanding of people’s participation in society and their social networks. Both, 

social inclusion and social capital, are found to be a benefit of participation in ALE (De Greef, Verté, & Segers, 

2014; Field, 2005). 

2.1  Describing the social outcomes of adult learning and education: social inclusion and social capital 

2.1.1  Social inclusion defined as social participation and social connectedness 

Social inclusion has been equated with a broad variety of dimensions, such as health, well-being, civic and social 

engagement, citizenship, and political participation (Desjardins & Schuller, 2006; Field, 2012). Taking into account 

the relationship between an adult and their social environment, social inclusion is, among others, outlined as 

processes of participation and connection (De Greef et al., 2014). Therefore, we describe social inclusion through 

social participation and social connectedness. The former, namely social participation, bears a functional-

behavioural role and refers to “the extent to which a subject takes part in different social networks and other 

activities in society” (Ekström, Ivanoff, & Elmstahl, 2013, p. 459). The latter dimension, namely social 

connectedness, illustrates its affective meaning and is defined as the “self-evaluation of the degree of closeness 

between the self and other people, the community, and society at large” (Lee, Dean, & Jung, 2008, p. 415). Hence, 

the current interpretation of social inclusion acknowledges the complexity of the concept by including a 

behavioural and affective component.  

2.1.2  Social capital consists of bonding and bridging social capital 

Leading authors such as Bourdieu (1980), Coleman (1988), and Putnam (2000) utilized the concept of social capital 

to describe societal dynamics. In the present study, Bourdieu and Wacquant’s (1992) definition of social capital is 

followed, namely: “the sum of resources, actual or virtual, that accrue to an individual by virtue of possessing a 

durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition” (p. 119). 

This individual-structural perspective implies that social capital is regarded as the resources which are created from 

a person’s social networks. Based on the nature of those social networks, Putnam (2000) made a distinction 

between bonding and bridging social capital. Bonding social capital, or strong ties, refers to the relationships with 

close friends or family, whereas bridging social capital, or weak ties, describes the relationships with acquaintances 

(Granovetter, 1983). According to Granovetter (1983), those weak ties are of importance to build bridges between 

people from distinct social networks, and to get access to new resources.  
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2.2  An educational perspective on ALE: insights from andragogy and constructivism 

2.2.1  An andragogical perspective 

In contrast with pedagogy, Knowles postulated andragogy: a comprehensive and widely applicable individual-

transactional model for adult learning. Six core principles of adult learning can be used in practice, depending on 

the negotiated purposes for learning and regulated by individual and situational differences (Knowles, Holton, & 

Swanson, 2005). The first principle stresses that adults need to know why they should learn something. A second 

assumption postulates that adults’ self-concept is one of responsibility. This means that they are responsible for 

their own decisions. In addition, Knowles et al. (2005) emphasized the importance and rich diversity of adult 

learners’ experiences. Fourth, adults are ready to learn something that they perceive as necessary in order to fill the 

gap between their current and desired competencies. The fifth principle states that adults’ orientation to learning 

is life-centred, requiring authentic and contextualized learning. Finally, adults predominantly experience internal 

motivation to learn, but are also partially sensitive to external motivators (Knowles et al., 2005). These six 

andragogical principles put learner-centeredness at its core. The andragogical model claims that adults will learn 

successfully, if these six core principles are taken into account depending on the context of the adult learner. 

In essence, Knowles et al. (2005) constructed the andragogical model to enable self-actualization of adults. A recent 

study showed that applying andragogy in adult education is beneficial for adults’ learning, cognitive ability, and 

professional competence (Pavlova & Sanger, 2016). Next to self-actualization, Knowles et al. (2005) acknowledged 

that “societal change may be a by-product of individual change” (p. 142) due to the fact that “individual learning 

may occur for the purpose of advancing individual, institutional or societal growth” (p. 152). Hence, adult learning 

can lead to individual development as well as to societal change because of andragogical approaches. For example, 

engagement in community-based adult learning was found to bring about social capital development and recovery 

of lost social capital (McIntyre, 2012). This is attributed to the negotiation with the learners, which creates relevant 

learning experiences in connection with their life-world (McIntyre, 2012). 

2.2.2  A constructivist perspective 

Next to the andragogical model, the constructivist perspective on learning seems to be of importance for the social 

outcomes of ALE. The constructivist epistemology claims that “each of us constructs our own reality through 

interpreting perceptual experiences of the external world” (Jonassen, 1991, p. 10), depending on individual’s 

personal background, needs and interests (Jonassen, 1991). Following the dialectical perspective on constructivism, 

knowledge is constructed internally based on interactions between an individual and the environment (Schunk, 

2012). This is in accordance with Vygotsky’s social-constructivist theory (1978), which emphasizes that knowledge 

is built from the interaction of interpersonal, cultural-historical and individual factors. Vygotsky (1978) highlighted 

that “the social environment is critical for learning” (Schunk, 2012, p. 242) and knowledge is socially constructed 

(Airasian & Walsh, 1997). 

Knowledge will be constructed solidly when key constructivist features such as learner-centeredness or learner 

control, goal negotiation, authentic and relevant learning, and active learning are implemented (Jonassen, 1991; 

Porcaro, 2011; Schunk, 2012). Moreover, social-constructivist approaches might also produce social benefits 
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because of the interactive nature of the learning process, i.e. through collaboration. For example, peer-assisted 

learning is valuable when social outcomes are striven for (Schunk, 2012). In other words, social-constructivism 

symbolizes empowerment and emancipation of learners by means of dialogue and interaction (Airasian & Walsh, 

1997; Porcaro, 2011). Hence, next to an andragogical approach, social-constructivism seems to be worthwhile, 

because it provides learners with the necessary competences to successfully engage in the current knowledge 

societies (Porcaro, 2011). 

2.3  Technology-enhanced learning: focus on blended learning 

Blended learning has been adopted increasingly in (adult) education (Garrison & Kanuka, 2004). Clear-cut, blended 

learning combines face-to-face classroom learning with online learning experiences (Graham, 2004). However, 

integrating face-to-face and online learning is a complex process, which requires the blending of spaces and time 

(Norberg et al., 2011). The way online technologies are employed throughout blended learning varies. In a more 

traditional sense, technology serves as a classroom aid to replicate the physical classroom online. In more advanced 

settings, blended learning makes optimal use of the unique features of online and face-to-face learning by flipping 

the classroom, and hybrid or flexible learning (Bates, 2015). 

Despite the complexity of the concept, blended learning has been associated with benefits such as flexibility, 

accessibility, and affordability (Selwyn, Gorard, & Williams, 2001), improved pedagogy (Graham, 2004), a strong 

sense of community (Rovai & Jordan, 2004) and more positive and effective learning outcomes compared to fully 

online or face-to-face courses (Means, Toyama, Murphy, & Baki, 2013; Vella, Turesky, & Hebert, 2016). Besides, 

digital media use evokes social participation in society (van Dijk & van Deursen, 2014). In addition, participation 

in blended learning is positively associated with adults’ social connectedness and bridging social capital (Cocquyt, 

Diep, Zhu, De Greef, & Vanwing, 2017). In specific, the quality of online interaction was found to be positively 

related to social capital of adults in blended learning (Diep, Cocquyt, Zhu, Vanwing & De Greef, 2017). 

2.4  Integrating insights from andragogy and constructivism into blended learning to examine adults’ 

social inclusion and social capital 

Throughout the previously discussed literature, there are separate indications that andragogy (Knowles et al., 2005), 

constructivism (Schunk, 2012), and elements of blended learning (Diep et al., 2017) are positively related to social 

outcomes of (adult) learning processes. However, few authors have integrated insights from these three distinct 

perspectives. Anders (2015) did advocate for blended or hybrid ways of learning, because they bring together 

principles of social-constructivism and andragogy, embodying a feasible middle way between cognitivist and 

connectivist extremes. 

Following social-constructivism, hybrid designs may support learning communities that offer highly social 

and dialogical learning experiences. Following andragogy, hybrid designs chart a middle path with respect 

to levels of course structure and learner autonomy. The goal of hybrid design is to balance the strengths 

and weaknesses of both the xMOOC and cMOOC models for specific audiences and applications. 

(Anders, 2015, p. 46) 
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Such a well-balanced blended learning environment has the power to support a diversity of adult learners, who are 

in essence particularly heterogeneous (Rogers-Shaw, Carr-Chellman, & Choi, 2018). Moreover, emergent 

connectivist approaches could be perceived as too demanding due to the lack of structure, the overwhelming 

extent of autonomy, and the poor alignment with formal or traditional education (Anderson & Dron, 2011). Hence, 

the integration of viewpoints from social-constructivism and andragogy in the context of adults engaged in blended 

learning is justifiable and relevant. 

Tenenbaum et al. (2001) and Huang (2002) established that insights from andragogy and social-constructivism 

embody similar approaches to learning and teaching with technology. To illustrate this, six instructional principles 

that facilitate adults’ construction of meaningful knowledge throughout online learning were introduced (Huang, 

2002). The principles clearly combine insights from andragogy and social-constructivism and are reflected by: (1) 

interactive learning, (2) collaborative learning, (3) facilitating learning (i.e. creating a safe and motivating 

environment), (4) authentic learning, (5) learner-centred learning (i.e. full ownership and responsibility belongs to 

the adult learner), and (6) high quality learning (i.e. higher-order thinking). The aforementioned principles are 

operationalized by five components of constructivist teaching and learning, as identified by Tenenbaum and 

colleagues (2001). The five dimensions include (1) arguments, discussions and debates, (2) sharing ideas with others, 

(3) reflections, (4) meeting student needs, and (5) making meaning (Table 19). It is possible to distinguish between 

the principles in Table 19 based on the aforementioned quote from Anders (2015). On the one hand, the first two 

dimensions, argumentation and sharing, are strongly linked to ideas of social-constructivism because they reflect 

interaction and collaboration. They represent principles of social or collaborative learning activities. On the other 

hand, the remaining dimensions cover more individual activities, i.e. reflection, negotiating about individual needs, 

and relevant learning. They portray learner-centeredness, which is at the core of andragogy. Hence, principles from 

social-constructivism (social and collaborative learning) and andragogy (learner-centeredness) are intertwined in 

Table 19.  

Table 19. The analogy between the frameworks of Huang (2002) and Tenenbaum et al. (2001), including respective 
adopted scales 

Constructivist-andragogical  

instructional principles (Huang, 2002) 

Constructivist learning activities 

(Tenenbaum et al., 2001) 

Adopted scales  

in this study 

Interactive learning 

Collaborative learning 

Arguments, discussions, debates Argumentation 

Sharing ideas with others Sharing 

High quality learning 
Reflections Reflection 

Facilitating learning 

Learner-centered learning Meeting student needs Learner’s needs 

Authentic learning  Making meaning, real-life examples Meaning-making 
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Nowadays, blended learning environments provide ample opportunities for social learning experiences by means 

of (online) interaction and collaboration, and also for learner-centeredness through self-direction, personal agency, 

as well as authentic and critical learning (Garrison & Kanuka, 2004; Graham, 2004; Huang, 2002; Jarvis, 2010; 

Rovai, 2004). In 2004, Rovai called for more research on “the types of online constructivist activities that have the 

greatest impact on learning” (p. 91). In the meanwhile, the importance of online constructivist learning for 

knowledge construction has been widely examined. As an example, a constructivist-andragogical principle such as 

shared regulation (Raes, Schellens, De Wever, & Benoit, 2016) was found to have a positive impact on online social 

knowledge construction. Moreover, the implementation of a social or collaborative dimension like online 

argumentation seems to be beneficial for students’ scientific competencies and their attitudes towards sustainability 

(Tsai, 2018).  

Thus, the majority of studies have put emphasis on the cognitive contribution of social-constructivist and 

andragogical principles in online or blended learning environments. So, to date, the social contribution of Social-

Constructivist and Andragogical Principles (SCAP) for adults engaged in blended learning is unclear, particularly 

in terms of social inclusion and social capital. The SCAP are operationalized by the five dimensions displayed in 

Table 19 and visualized in Figure 4. Building on our literature review, it is hypothesized that those SCAP in blended 

learning are beneficial for adults’ social inclusion and social capital. First of all, the interactive dimensions of 

argumentation and sharing are assumed to be positively related to social inclusion and social capital. This is 

attributed to the social learning experiences (Anders, 2015), by means of intensive (online) interaction and 

collaboration. Furthermore, the learner-centred dimensions, which are reflection, learner’s needs, and meaning-

making, could also influence social inclusion and social capital. This is due to the fact that learner-centeredness 

results in substantial learner control and creates possibilities for one’s empowerment (Anders, 2015). 

In other words, the present study will seek an answer to the following research questions:  

How are Social-Constructivist and Andragogical Principles (SCAP) in blended learning related to adult’s 

social inclusion, as measured by social participation? 

How are Social-Constructivist and Andragogical Principles (SCAP) in blended learning related to adult’s 

social inclusion, as measured by social connectedness? 

How are Social-Constructivist and Andragogical Principles (SCAP) in blended learning related to adults’ 

bonding and bridging social capital? 
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Figure 4: Research model on the social contribution of social-constructivist and andragogical principles (SCAP) 

 

3. METHODOLOGY 

3.1  Research context and design 

The current study was conducted at six adult education centres (AEC) in Flanders, the Dutch-speaking region of 

Belgium. The AEC offer courses for adults who would like to obtain a degree or to achieve new competencies. 

The educational programs in which the learners were involved vary from secondary adult education (ISCED level 

2-4) to specific teacher training (ISCED level 6). Through secondary adult education, low-educated adults get the 

chance to complete their secondary degree, i.e. in reference to second-chance education. Besides this, higher-

educated adults who want to obtain a new profession or competencies can also register for courses offered by 

secondary adult education. Higher-educated adults are also eligible to follow a specific teacher training program. 

This program prepares them to teach in secondary education.  
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As a prerequisite to participate in the study, adults needed to be enrolled in a program which applies blended 

learning. Each AEC has the autonomy to implement blended learning into their programs, provided that they 

comply with the Flemish regulations. In particular, the centres and instructors have the responsibility to decide 

upon the extent of blended learning. Apart from the various blended learning arrangements (i.e. ranging from 25% 

to 75% of online learning), all online learning activities were similar in the six AEC. Adult learners executed online 

learning activities through their centre’s learning management system. The online learning activities included 

learning paths, individual assignments, and online collaborative work through wikis or discussion fora. 

For this study, a questionnaire was administered to adults in blended learning programs. The study followed a 

cross-sectional design, because data was collected at one point in time, namely at the end of the school year. This 

enabled the learners to reflect upon their learning trajectory. To reach as many blended adult learners as possible, 

participants were selected among the AEC that offered blended learning programs. Hence, convenience sampling 

was employed. Before answering the questionnaire, participants gave informed consent, which stressed that there 

were no right or wrong answers, underlined the voluntary nature of their participation, and guaranteed their 

anonymity. Where possible, the questionnaire was administered electronically in a computer room of the AEC 

under supervision of the researchers. Otherwise, the participants filled in a paper version of the questionnaire. 

3.2  Sample 

The sample of participants (N=139) predominantly consists of women (60.4%), adults younger than 35 (61.2%), 

unmarried (71.9%) and actively employed (71.2%) adults. Table 20 shows that the educational background of the 

participants is mixed, including adults with a lower secondary degree (35.3%), secondary degree (21.6%), and higher 

education degree (41.7%). This diversity is also reflected in the educational programs which the adults were 

attending. The majority was following courses in secondary adult education (66.2%), of which more than half were 

enrolled in second chance education (52.2%). About one third of participants was registered for a specific teacher 

training program (33.8%). Finally, almost 20% of the sample does not speak Dutch (i.e. the official regional 

language) as a native language, yet their level of Dutch was sufficient in order to be eligible to follow the courses. 
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Table 20: Participants’ background information based on socio-demographic and background variables 

 

Categories % N (139) 

Educational program 
  

Secondary adult education 66.2% 92 

 Second chance 

education 
52.2% 47 

 Other secondary 

adult education 
47.8% 45 

Specific teacher training 33.8% 47 

Gender 
 

Male 39.6% 55 

Female 60.4% 84 

Age group 
 

<25 21.6% 30 

25-34 39.6% 55 

35-44 23.0% 32 

45-55 15.8% 22 

Native language 
 

Dutch 81.3% 113 

Not Dutch 18.7% 26 

Marital status 
 

Married 28.1% 39 

Not married 71.9% 100 

Employment status 
 

Employed 71.2% 99 

Unemployed 11.5% 16 

Outside the labour market 17.3% 24 

Educational attainment 
 

Lower secondary degree 35.3% 49 

Secondary degree 21.6% 30 

Higher education degree 41.7% 58 

Missing 1.4% 2 

 

3.3  Instruments 

The questionnaire was built based on previously validated instruments (Table 21). It consisted of three main parts: 

socio-demographic and background variables, SCAP, and the social outcomes of social inclusion and social capital. 

First of all, control variables including gender, native language, marital status, employment status, educational 

background and age group were examined. Secondly, the SCAP were operationalized using five dimensions from 

Tenenbaum and colleagues’ scale (2001), namely argumentation, sharing, reflection, learner’s needs and meaning-

making. Thirdly, adults’ social outcomes were measured using the concepts of social participation, social 

connectedness, bonding and bridging social capital. Adult learners were asked to indicate the change in social 

inclusion and social capital they perceived since they have started the course. For social participation, the items 
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have been adjusted from the SIT-instrument’s dimension ‘participation and connection’ (De Greef, Segers, & 

Verté, 2010). The change in social connectedness has been measured by using the positive social connectedness 

scale (Grieve, Indian, Witteveen, Tolan, & Marrington, 2013; Lee, Draper, & Lee, 2001; Sinclair & Grieve, 2017). 

After careful screening of the positive social connectedness scale, two items have been removed due to 

interpretation difficulties for the participants. Furthermore, adult learners’ social capital has been measured by the 

scale of Williams(2006). Based on the content validity, one item has been removed from the bonding social capital 

scale and three from the bridging social capital scale. The instruments were translated into Dutch, using back-

translation. 

3.4  Data analysis 

At first, reliability analyses on the aforementioned scales were conducted. The Cronbach’s alphas displayed in 

Table 21 indicate good internal consistency. According to analysis in G*Power (Faul, Erdfelder, Buchner, & Lang, 

2007) our sample size (N=139) allows to detect medium effects (f²=0.25, α=0.05, power=0.80). To examine the 

correlations between all variables, Pearson’s correlation coefficients were calculated. The correlations between the 

dimensions of SCAP were screened separately. Similarly, the correlation coefficients between the dependent 

variables were evaluated. At last, the correlations between the predictors (i.e. five dimensions of SCAP) and the 

social outcomes (i.e. social participation, social connectedness and social capital) were checked upon. Subsequently, 

group differences were tested to be able to control for the possible influence of socio-demographic variables. 

Depending on the number of categories within a categorical predictor, independent samples t-tests or ANOVAs 

were performed. Significant categorical predictors were included in the subsequent univariate and multivariate 

analyses of covariance (GLM) to control for their effect. Field’s (2009) recommendations for meeting assumptions 

regarding ANCOVA were followed. This implies that the independence of the covariate and group effect was 

tested first, followed by examining the homogeneity of regression slopes in order to reveal possible interaction 

effects. When multivariate general linear models were tested, Wilks’ lambda was taken into account. Once a 

significant effect on the multivariate level was found, results of the univariate analyses were reported (Field, 2009). 

All analyses were run in SPSS 25.0. 
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Table 21: Overview of instruments for measuring social-constructivist and andragogical principles, social inclusion and social capital 

Variable # items Scale Original Cronbach’s α Current Cronbach’s α Exemplary items 

Social-constructivist and andragogical principles (Tenenbaum, Naidu, Jegede, & Austin, 2001) 

Argumentation 5 

1: completely disagree 

5: completely agree 

0.82 0.84 The course allowed for arguments, discussions and debates 

Sharing 4 0.79 0.80 I was given sufficient opportunities to share my own experiences with others 

Reflection 6 0.87 0.87 The course motivated me to think reflectively 

Learner’s needs 5 0.77 0.83 The course took into consideration my needs and concerns 

Meaning-making 4 0.77 0.77 The course addressed real-life events 

Social inclusion: social participation (De Greef, Segers, & Verté, 2010) social connectedness (Lee, Draper, & Lee, 2001; Grieve et al., 2013 ; Sinclair & Grieve, 2017) 

Social participation 8 

1: this activity has 

significantly decreased  

5: this activity has 

significantly increased 

0.61 0.94 Taking part in activities and events in your neighbourhood 

Social connectedness 8 
1: completely disagree  

5: completely agree 

0.92 

0.93 

0.86 

0.94 Due to following this course, I am able to connect with other people. 

Social capital (Williams, 2006) 

Bonding social capital 9 

1: completely disagree 

5: completely agree 

0.86 0.89 Due to following this course, there are several people I can talk to when I feel lonely. 

Bridging social capital 7 0.85 0.87 Due to following this course, I am interested in things that happen outside of my town. 
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4. RESULTS 

4.1  Correlation analyses 

First of all, Table 22 shows that the five subscales of SCAP are positively and significantly correlated with each 

other, correlation coefficients ranging from r=.364 to r=.722 (p<.001). Secondly, the correlations between the 

dependent variables are examined. The results show that both dimensions of social inclusion, i.e. social 

participation and social connectedness, are not significantly correlated (r=.101, p>.05). Additionally, social 

participation is neither significantly correlated with bonding or bridging social capital, respectively r=-.002 and 

r=.059, p>.05. In contrast, social connectedness and both subscales of social capital are positively correlated 

(r=.639, r=.712, r=.765, p<.001). Therefore, we conclude that social participation and social connectedness will 

be regarded as separate constructs during consecutive analyses. Social capital remains considered as the 

combination of bonding and bridging social capital. Thirdly, Table 22 presents the correlations between SCAP and 

the social outcomes. There were no significant correlations found between social participation and the five 

dimensions of SCAP. In contrast, social connectedness is positively and significantly correlated with four 

dimensions of SCAP, namely sharing, reflection, learner’s needs and meaning-making, but not significantly 

correlated with argumentation. The same applies to bonding social capital. Moreover, the correlations between 

bridging social capital and all five dimensions of SCAP are significant and positive. Hence, Table 22 supports the 

assumption that SCAP are positively associated with social connectedness and social capital. For now, no 

significant correlations between the independent variables and social participation were found.  

 

Table 22: Correlations between SCAP, social inclusion and social capital 

 A S R LN MM SI:SP SI:SCO SC:BO SC:BR 

Argumentation 1         

Sharing .633*** 1        

Reflection .581*** .516*** 1       

Learner’s needs .364*** .372*** .629*** 1      

Meaning-making .538*** .485*** .722*** .510*** 1     

Social participation -.132 -.031 .046 .095 .032 1    

Social connectedness .132 .227** .276** .329*** .189* .101 1   

Bonding social 

capital 

.154 .222** .278** .437*** .208* -.002 .639*** 1  

Bridging social 

capital 

.177* .239** .310*** .432*** .220* .059 .712*** .765*** 1 

 

A = argumentation, S = sharing, R = reflection, LN = learner’s needs, MM = meaning-making, SI = social inclusion, SP = social participation, SCO = 

social connectedness, SC = social capital, BO = bonding social capital, BR = bridging social capital 
 

* Correlation is significant at .05 level ** Correlation is significant at .01 level *** Correlation is significant at .001 level (two-tailed) 
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4.2  Group differences 

With regard to social participation, gender (t(133)=2.02, p<.05) and native language (t(133)=-2.79, p<.01) 

constitute significant differences between subgroups of participants (Table 23). In addition, participants differ 

significantly on their perceptions of social connectedness, based on their native language (t(133)=-4.13, p<.001). 

Finally, Table 23 shows that native language and age group indicate significant differences for bonding (respectively, 

t(133)=-3.10, p<.01; F(3,131)=3.02, p<.05) as well as bridging social capital (respectively, t(133)=-3.60, p<.001; 

F(3,131)=3.40, p<.05). Other socio-demographic variables do not induce significant differences between 

subgroups. Therefore, native language, gender and age group will be included in consecutive analyses to control 

for their effect on the respective dependent variables. 

Table 23: Group differences for the dependent variables based on socio-demographic variables as reported by 
M(SE) 

 

Socio-

demographics 

Categories Social  

participation 

Social  

connectedness 

Bonding 

social capital  

Bridging 

social capital 

Gender Male 

Female 

2.76 (.078) * 

2.51 (.085) * 

3.27 (.095) 

3.21 (.072) 

3.09 (.087) 

3.04 (.068) 

3.37 (.078) 

3.34 (.070) 

Native language Dutch 

Not Dutch 

2.53 (.063) ** 

2.95 (.159) ** 

3.13 (.063) *** 

3.70 (.089) *** 

2.98 (.060) ** 

3.40 (.088) ** 

3.27 (.058) *** 

3.73 (.086) *** 

Marital status Married 

Not married 

2.62 (.127) 

2.60 (.069) 

3.39 (.130) 

3.17 (.061) 

3.16 (.080) 

3.02 (.067) 

3.49 (.084) 

3.30 (.064) 

Employment status Employed 

Unemployed 

Outside the labour market 

2.58 (.070) 

2.52 (.193) 

2.79 (.150) 

3.26 (.066) 

3.22 (.207) 

3.14 (.134) 

3.05 (.059) 

3.17 (.200) 

3.03 (.145) 

3.35 (.062) 

3.37 (.195) 

3.34 (.103) 

Educational 

attainment 

Lower secondary degree 

Secondary degree 

Higher education degree 

2.63 (.106) 

2.60 (.114) 

2.57 (.096) 

3.38 (.088) 

3.03 (.155) 

3.18 (.081) 

3.22 (.099) 

2.98 (.099) 

2.94 (.078) 

3.48 (.093) 

3.24 (.103) 

3.26 (.075) 

Age group <25 

25-34 

35-44 

45-55 

2.71 (.127) 

2.69 (.085) 

2.61 (.128) 

2.30 (.185) 

3.48 (.105) 

3.16 (.077) 

3.11 (.153) 

3.26 (.146) 

3.32 (.128) * 

3.00 (.080) 

3.08 (.113) 

2.82 (.112) * 

3.66 (.117) * 

3.27 (.072) * 

3.27 (.129) 

3.24 (.104) 
Values significantly differ on * p<.05, ** p<.01, *** p<.001 level 

 

4.3  Analyses of covariance: revealing the social contribution of social-constructivist and andragogical 

principles 

Before running the main analyses of covariance, the independence of the covariate and the group effect is tested, 

complemented by examining the homogeneity of regression slopes. The assumption of independence is met for 

all variables, and the regression slopes for social connectedness and social capital are confirmed to be homogeneous. 

However, the regression slopes for social participation are not homogeneous. In fact, three significant interaction 

effects for social participation are found. Hence, these significant interaction terms are reported upon, next to the 

main effects  
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4.3.1  Social participation 

For social participation, a univariate general linear model (GLM) was built. It consists of the five subscales of 

SCAP supplemented by gender and native language, and their interaction terms. Table 24 shows that none of the 

SCAP are significantly related to social participation. Solely gender is a significant predictor of social participation, 

F(1,122)=4.45, p<.05. Planned contrasts show that men (M=3.00, SE=.115) report a higher average social 

participation compared to women (M=2.76, SE=.106). Besides this, three interaction terms were found to be 

significant, p<.05 (Table 24). In the case of adult learners who do not speak the regional language as native language 

(i.e. non-native speakers), there is a positive relationship between the extent of sharing ideas and their social 

participation (Figure 5). Whereas Figure 5 shows that there is a weak negative relationship between sharing ideas 

and social participation for adults who speak the regional language as mother tongue (i.e. native speakers). 

Furthermore, Figures 6 and 7 reveal that among native speakers the extent to which their needs are met, and the 

amount of meaning-making activities, are positively related to their participation in social activities. In contrast, an 

opposite trend is found for non-native speakers. However, their average social participation remains higher than 

native-speakers’ (Figures 6 and 7). The specified model explains a small amount of variance in social participation, 

namely 15.4%. 

 

Figure 5: The significant interaction effect of sharing and native language for social participation 
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Figure 6: The significant interaction effect of learner’s needs and native language for social participation 

 

Figure 7: The significant interaction effect of meaning-making and native language for social participation 
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4.3.2  Social connectedness 

In addition, a univariate GLM for social connectedness was created. Next to the five subscales of SCAP, native 

language was entered as a covariate. The results reveal that the SCAP have no significant contribution for social 

connectedness. However, Table 24 displays that native language is a significant predictor of social connectedness, 

F(1,126)=17.30, p<.001. In other words, the groups of native and non-native speakers significantly differ from 

each other in their perception of social connectedness. In fact, non-native speakers (M=3.71, SE=.125) experience 

a higher amount of social connectedness compared to native speakers (M=3.13, SE=.058). In total, this model 

explains 20% of variance in social connectedness.  

 

Table 24: Results of univariate analyses of covariance for social participation and social connectedness 

Dependent variable: social participation  

(R² = .230, Adjusted R² = .154) 

 

 B Df model Df error F η²partial 

Argumentation 

Sharing 

Reflection 

  0.085 

  0.847 

  0.594 

1 

1 

1 

122 

122 

122 

0.23 

3.71 

1.18 

.002 

.029 

.010 

Learner’s needs - 0.662 1 122 3.75 .030 

Meaning-making - 0.574 1 122 0.63 .005 

 

Native language a 

Gender b 

 

 

  0.901 

  0.248 

 

1 

1 

 

122 

122 

 

0.48 

4.45 * 

 

.004 

.035 

Native language * sharing - 0.966 1 122 6.53 * .051 

Native language * learner’s needs   0.733 1 122 5.78 * .045 

Native language * meaning-

making 

  0.827 1 122 4.27 * .034 

Dependent variable: social connectedness  

(R² = .236, Adjusted R² = .200) 

 

Argumentation 

Sharing 

Reflection 

- 0.055 

  0.165 

  0.227 

1 

1 

1 

128 

128 

128 

0.21 

1.83 

2.15 

.002 

.014 

.017 

Learner’s needs   0.121 1 128 1.64 .013 

Meaning-making - 0.010 1 128 0.01 .000 

 

Native language a 

 

- 0.584 

 

1 

 

128 

  

17.30 *** 

 

.119 
a Dutch not as a native language as reference category b  Female as reference category 

* p<.05, ** p<.01, *** p<.001 level  
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4.3.3 Social capital  

Concerning bonding and bridging social capital, a multivariate general linear model (MANCOVA) was built. The 

model includes the five subscales of SCAP and controls for the effect of native language and age group. The results 

of the multivariate analyses reveal that learner’s needs is a significant predictor of social capital on the multivariate 

level, using Wilks’ Lambda, λ=0.92, F(2,121)=5.18, p<.01. Besides, native language has a significant multivariate 

effect on social capital, Wilks’ Lambda, λ=0.91, F(2,121)=5.79, p<.01. Both multivariate effects are confirmed by 

the subsequent univariate analyses, displayed in Table 25. As a dimension of SCAP, learner’s needs positively 

influences bonding social capital (F(1,122)=10.33, p<.01) and bridging social capital (F(1,122)=5.60, p<.05). 

Additionally, groups based on native language differ significantly on bonding social capital (F(1,122)=6.75, p<.01) 

and bridging social capital (F(1,122)=11.41, p<.001). Non-native speakers perceive higher bonding (M=3.36, 

SE=.123) and bridging social capital (M=3.71, SE=.118) compared to native speakers (M=2.98, SE=.053 and 

M=3.27, SE=.051 respectively). In other words, these results indicate a positive relationship between meeting 

learner’s needs and their social capital, for both groups of native and non-native speakers (Figure 8 and 9).  

 

Table 25: Results of univariate analyses of covariance for bonding and bridging social capital 

Dependent variable: bonding social capital  

(R² = .343, Adjusted R² = .278) 

 

 B Df model Df error F η²partial 

Argumentation 

Sharing 

Reflection 

- 0.021 

  0.097 

  0.144 

1 

1 

1 

122 

122 

122 

0.04 

0.72 

1.00 

.000 

.006 

.008 

Learner’s needs   0.287 1 122 10.33 ** .078 

Meaning-making - 0.077 1 122 0.36 .003 

 

Native language a 

Age group c 

 

- 0.355 

  0,162 

 

1 

1 

 

122 

122 

 

6.75 ** 

2.40 

 

.052 

.056 

Dependent variable: bridging social capital  

(R² = .361, Adjusted R² = .299) 

 

Argumentation 

Sharing 

Reflection 

  0.013 

  0.078 

  0.212 

1 

1 

1 

122 

122 

122 

0.01 

0.51 

2.37 

.000 

.004 

.019 

Learner’s needs   0.203 1 122 5.60 * .044 

Meaning-making - 0.075 1 122 0.36 .003 

 

Native language a 

Age group c 

 

- 0.401 

  0.142 

 

1 

1 

 

122 

122 

  

11.41 *** 

1.42 

 

.086 

.034 
a Dutch not as a native language as reference category c 45 to 55-year-old adults as reference category 

* p<.05, ** p<.01, *** p<.001 level  
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Figure 8: The significant main effects of learner’s needs and native language for bonding social capital 

 

 

Figure 9: The significant main effects of learner’s needs and native language for bridging social capital 
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5. DISCUSSION 

The current study examined the social contribution of SCAP in blended learning for adults. The SCAP were 

hypothesized to have a positive relationship with social participation, social connectedness and social capital. This 

was assumed due to the possibilities for social and collaborative learning experiences on the one hand, and because 

of the potential for learner-centeredness on the other hand. However, the findings pointed out that the SCAP are 

not significantly related to social participation and social connectedness while controlling for socio-demographic 

variables. In fact, striking differences between native and non-native speakers were found for social participation 

and social connectedness. The results did show a positive relationship between meeting learner’s personal needs 

and adults’ social capital.  

5.1 The ambiguous relationship between SCAP and social participation depending on adults’ native 

language (RQ1) 

Unexpectedly, the results showed that the SCAP are not significantly related with social participation, while 

controlling for the effect of socio-demographic variables. However, the relationship between three types of SCAP 

(namely sharing, learner’s needs, and meaning-making) and social participation is different for native speakers in 

comparison to non-native speakers. First of all, sharing information is positively related to non-native speakers’ 

social participation, but negatively related to the social participation of native-speaking adults. In other words, non-

native speakers participate more in social activities when they get more opportunities to share with others in the 

(online) classroom. One might infer that not only cognitive knowledge is shared among fellow learners, but also 

information regarding worthwhile activities and non-course-related or personal matters (Lohr & Haley, 2018; Prins, 

Toso, & Schafft, 2009). Adults who do not speak the regional language as mother tongue could benefit from such 

information, because it might be lacking in their close network (Granovetter, 1983). Nevertheless, sharing 

information does not seem to be as crucial for native speakers. The latter group could already possess an expanded 

network from which they receive similar, non-course-related, information. Secondly, the more the learner’s needs 

of native speakers are met and the more meaning-making activities they report, the higher their perceptions of 

social participation are. Hence, these findings in the subgroup of native speakers indicate that learner’s needs and 

meaning-making could be positively related to adults’ social participation. In contrast, for non-native speakers, the 

results revealed that meeting learner’s needs and meaning-making activities are negatively related to adults’ social 

participation. To summarize, depending on learner’s native language, the role of SCAP with respect to adults’ social 

participation is ambiguous.  

Furthermore, a significant difference in social participation was found between male and female participants: men 

perceived a higher amount of social participation compared to women. Our finding is in line with Huang and 

Yang’s study (2013), who reported that men participate more in social activities in comparison with women. This 

can be caused by the ‘supporting role consciousness’ of women, which means that women tend to care for and 

support others in the home environment (Matsui, 2010).  
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5.2  Social connectedness is not influenced by SCAP, while controlling for native language (RQ2) 

While controlling for native language, none of the SCAP contributed significantly to social connectedness. In fact, 

native language revealed substantial differences in social connectedness between native and non-native speakers. 

These findings suggest that an individual characteristic, namely native language, outweighs the contribution of the 

learning environment, in this case SCAP, for social connectedness. This is in congruence with the finding that 

individual variables, such as personality traits and attitudes, have an impact on adults’ social connectedness (Grieve 

& Kemp, 2015). In the current sample, native language seems to be the strongest predictor of social connectedness. 

Non-native speakers perceived higher social connectedness than native speakers. This can be explained by the idea 

that people in a vulnerable position, such as adults who do not speak the regional language as mother tongue, 

perceive a greater urge to feel more connected to society (Manninen et al., 2014).  

5.3 The importance of meeting learner’s needs for adults’ social capital (RQ3) 

The current findings identified that only one type of SCAP, namely meeting learner’s needs, is positively related to 

adults’ social capital. In addition, a significant difference between native and non-native speakers was also found 

for social capital. Non-native speakers perceive higher amounts of social capital in comparison with native 

participants. However, a similar positive relationship between meeting learner’s needs and social capital has been 

found for both groups. This means that the more learner’s needs are met, the more social capital is perceived by 

all respondents.  

A learning environment which takes into account personal needs points to an individualized and andragogical 

approach (Klašnja-Milićević, Vesin, Ivanović, & Budimac, 2011). The results suggest that such learner-

centeredness is closely related to individual’s empowerment by expanding their bonding and bridging social capital. 

This positive relationship may be explained by the affordances of blended learning. The online component 

provides opportunities for individualized learning at adults’ own space, time and pace (Jarvis, 2010) and according 

to their diverse needs and backgrounds (Rogers-Shaw et al., 2018). When adults’ needs are discussed explicitly and 

addressed through an online personalized approach, adult learners gain ownership of their learning process and 

become more confident self-directed learners (Chen, 2011; Kim, Olfman, Ryan, & Eryilmaz, 2014). Besides online 

individualized learning, face-to-face sessions ensure that the adult learners do not feel isolated and are able to 

connect with their peers. Hence, online as well as face-to-face components might be beneficial for adults’ social 

capital development. It is our assumption that the attained ownership, confidence and self-direction by 

acknowledging learners’ needs might be transferred to adults’ personal life. As a consequence, they can take control 

over their own life and feel more confident to enlarge their social capital. This could definitely be the case for 

adults who do not speak the regional language as mother tongue.  

Contrary to expectations, this study did not find an unambiguous significant contribution of other types of SCAP 

for social inclusion or social capital. In particular, dimensions such as ‘sharing’ and ‘argumentation’ were believed 

to strengthen social outcomes of all learners because of the possibilities for high-quality interaction and 

collaboration (Diep et al., 2017). According to Anders (2015), constructivist social learning experiences in an online 

environment would stimulate the development of relationships and networks. Despite positive correlations, the 
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results of this study cannot confirm this assumption. In addition, ‘reflection’ and ‘meaning-making’ could be more 

associated with individual cognitive activities. This might explain why these two dimensions are not directly linked 

to social outcomes. Similarly, Diep et al. (2017) found no significant relationship between a cognitive variable (i.e. 

learning performance) and social variables (i.e. bonding and bridging social capital). In other words, based on the 

findings of this study, meeting learner’s needs seems to be the strongest factor in explaining social capital.  

5.4 Implications 

A practical implication of the current findings is the importance of recognizing the individual and cultural 

background of the adult learners. In order to promote social outcomes, native language seems to play an important 

role. Hence, instructors should become and stay aware of their learners’ native language. Depending on adult 

learners’ native language, instructional approaches might have a differential effect with respect to social 

participation. The results of this study suggest that it is beneficial for non-native speakers’ social participation to 

provide opportunities for sharing knowledge, as well as personal or social matters. Teachers could stimulate the 

distribution of information for example by offering possibilities to make connections between the subject matter 

and relevant out-of-school activities or events. Furthermore, the social participation of native speakers would 

benefit from a learner-centred and authentic approach.  

Regardless of native language, the current results indicate that meeting the personal needs of individual learners is 

valuable for their social capital development. This implies that instructors should build their lesson plan in social 

negotiation and based on adults’ needs, interests and goals, because the goals of the learner should be central in 

the learning process (Knowles et al., 2005). During the course, teachers should facilitate ownership over the 

learning process in a gradual way. Hence, it is advised to scaffold the amount of control step by step, depending 

on the preferences of the adult learners. In doing so, instructors should make optimal use of the affordances of 

online learning in order to achieve personalized and individualized learning trajectories.  

Theoretically, this implies an area of tension between andragogy and social-constructivism. The results of this study 

suggest that tailoring to the personal needs of the individual adult learner is beneficial for their social capital. This 

seems to be partly in contrast with social-constructivism, which inter alia stresses the importance of the social 

environment for interaction and collaboration (Schunk, 2012). In other words, a friction between a focus on the 

individual and its collaborative learning environment is observed. Hence, researchers and practitioners should 

strive towards finding a balance between individualized and collaborative learning. In specific, it is a challenge to 

blend individual and group learning throughout face-to-face and online learning.  

Finally, social inclusion was conceptualized as social participation and social connectedness. However, our 

correlation analysis revealed that the concepts were barely associated. This might indicate that those two concepts 

do not truly seem to be referring to a similar concept. As a consequence, it is recommended to revive the theoretical 

discussion on the meaning of social inclusion. In congruence with the broad operationalization of social exclusion 

(Van Regenmortel, 2017), it is valuable to include different dimensions to describe the process of social inclusion, 

such as digital participation or housing circumstances. 

  



126 
 

5.5  Limitations and recommendations for future research 

Due to the holistic perspective of this study, no distinction between face-to-face and online SCAP was made. The 

blended learning experience as a whole was believed to contribute to social benefits. However, analytic intervention 

studies are recommended to distinguish between the role of face-to-face and online learning activities. For example, 

observations in the physical and online classroom could be conducted, complemented by log-files from the online 

learning platform. Furthermore, the socio-demographic variable ‘native language’ could be a proxy for other 

variables, such as social isolation or cultural values. Hence, future large-scale or in-depth research is recommended, 

taking into account such individual characteristics of adult learners. In addition, the findings indicate that an 

individual characteristic (i.e. native language) is at least equally or more important than features of the learning 

environment in explaining social inclusion and social capital. Future research which includes additional learning 

environment characteristics is recommended to grasp their possible influence on social outcomes. Therefore, the 

recommendation of Dörnyei (2009) to conduct more research into the dynamic relationship between the individual, 

its (online) environment and the role of language in learning processes can be supported. Finally, the administered 

questionnaire was based on self-reports of the adult learners. To avoid bias, it is recommended to include other 

ways of measuring the variables under examination. For example, social participation can also be mapped by the 

participant by means of a dairy which keeps close track of their social activities. To provide more insight, future 

studies could differentiate between domestic, in-house activities on the one hand, and formal, out-of-house social 

activities on the other hand.  

6. CONCLUSION 

This study examined the social contribution of social-constructivist and andragogical principles for adults in 

blended learning. Unexpectedly, the results revealed limited relationships between the principles and the social 

outcomes, while controlling for socio-demographic variables. One significant finding indicated that the more adult 

learners perceive that their personal needs are addressed, the more social capital development they report. A second 

major finding identified differences between native and non-native speakers for social participation, social 

connectedness and social capital. Taken together, these results give indications to adopt a learner-centred and 

individualized approach to stimulate social inclusion and social capital. However, it is recommended to conduct 

more research into the potential contribution of (online) collaborative learning activities to social outcomes of 

adult learners. This will lead us to combine individualized and collaborative learning effectively, while making 

optimal use of the conveniences of online learning complemented by the unique features of face-to-face learning.  
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CHAPTER 5 

The long-term (social) outcomes of online and blended adult learning: 

utilizing a three capitals framework 

 

ABSTRACT 

In response to the uprising of technology use in adult learning and education (ALE), and because adult 

learners are an under-researched group in studies regarding technology implementation, the main objective 

of this study is exploring the long-term outcomes of ALE and the specific contribution of online and 

blended learning (OBL). Consequently, a qualitative longitudinal interview study with 15 adult learners 

was conducted two years after their course completion. This allowed them to reflect upon the perceived 

long-term outcomes profoundly. To shed light on those outcomes, a three capitals framework is built 

upon for thematic analysis. The adults attributed human capital and identity capital benefits to ALE easily, 

such as new or improved employment, updating competences, and developing a more positive self-

concept. On the contrary, they struggled to ascribe long-term outcomes to the OBL format. Human capital 

and identity capital benefits that they identified include digital competences, and increased online learning 

self-regulation and self-efficacy. Social capital outcomes of ALE and OBL do not seem to be completely 

long-lasting. As a result, recommendations to sustain social capital outcomes, originating from ALE and 

OBL, are put forward.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Adult learning and education (ALE) brings about wide benefits, which are divided broadly in economic and non-

economic or social outcomes (Field, 2012). Maninnen and colleagues (2014) examined the latter benefits, 

highlighting that those ‘social benefits are one of the most important and frequently reported benefits’ (p.49). To 

scrutinize all possible outcomes in a systemic way, the three capitals framework of Schuller (2004) is of assistance. 

He presented the benefits of learning and their interplay in a triangle that is shaped by human, identity, and social 

capital. Human capital stands for the economic benefits in terms of employment and competences, whereas 

identity capital includes changes in one’s identity, such as self-concept. Thirdly, social capital brings together the 

social effects of learning like building new social relationships (Schuller, 2004). All capitals together might give an 

indication about someone’s social inclusion in the broad sense (De Greef, Segers, & Verté, 2012).  

Participation in ALE seems to contribute to the social benefits of learning (De Greef et al., 2012). Furthermore, 

active engagement in online and blended learning (OBL) enhances social outcomes as well, for example in terms 

of social connectedness, social capital, or sense of community (Cocquyt, Diep, Zhu, De Greef, & Vanwing, 2017; 

Mebane, Porcelli, Iannone, Attanasio, & Francescato, 2008; Rovai & Jordan, 2004). Most of existing studies were 

conducted in higher education. Hence, non-traditional adult learners were not the main target group. This 

corroborates that studies regarding technology-supported learning focus less on adults (Fu & Hwang, 2018). 

Additionally, the benefits of ALE and OBL were mostly measured on the short term, leading to a lack of 

longitudinal research that explores the long-term outcomes of ALE and OBL. To tackle these gaps in research, 

the current study sets out to unravel the long-term outcomes of ALE and the contribution of OBL in specific.  

2. THEORETICAL AND EMPIRICAL PERSPECTIVES ON THE OUTCOMES OF ALE AND OBL 

2.1 Theoretical framework to explore benefits of learning 

Schuller (2004) brings together the wider benefits of learning in a triangular model, which consists of three building 

blocks, being human, identity, and social capital (Figure 10). The first building block, human capital, represents the 

economic perspective and refers to ‘knowledge and skills possessed by individuals, which enable them to function 

effectively in economic and social life’ (Schuller, 2004, p.14). The specific benefit categories that belong to human 

capital are qualifications, knowledge and skills. On the other hand, the non-economic benefits are embodied by 

identity and social capital. Identity capital includes the images a person has to shape or transform his/her identity 

and is defined as ‘the characteristics of the individual that define his or her outlook and self-image’ (Schuller, 2004, 

p.20). Identity capital contains benefits linked to adults’ self-concept (e.g. confidence and self-efficacy) and their 

attitudes or values. As a third component, social capital is defined as the ‘sum of resources, actual or virtual, that 

accrue to an individual by virtue of possessing a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of 

mutual acquaintance and recognition’ (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p.119). From a broader perspective, civic 

participation, social networks, friends, and family life are designated as elements of social capital (Schuller, 2004).  
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Figure 10: The wider benefits of learning model (Schuller, 2004) 

 

Schuller (2004) stressed that the three types of capitals are interrelated and influence each other, for example: 

‘health is the product of the skills individuals are able to deploy, of the sets of relationships in which they are 

involved and of their personal outlook on life and view of themselves; and all these factors interact’ (p.21). Likewise, 

(1) employment and the labour market, (2) health and wellbeing, and (3) social, civic and community life, are three 

groups of effects that closely interact (The UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning, 2016). Furthermore, it is 

noteworthy that effects of learning do not always bring about transformations in people’s lives. Learning might 

also lead to sustaining someone’s competences, self-image or social life (Schuller, 2004) or it could have negative 

effects as well (Field, 2012). Possible ‘disbenefits’ are stress and the disruption of existing social networks.  

2.2  Empirical overview of the outcomes of ALE 

2.2.1  Human capital 

As a first benefit category of ALE, human capital refers to outcomes with regard to qualifications, knowledge, 

skills, or competences (Schuller, 2004). Chesters (2014) and Panitsides (2013) reported that new qualifications (i.e. 

degrees or certificates) are gained. Besides, a range of knowledge, skills and competences are developed when 

taking courses (Manninen et al., 2014; Panitsides, 2013). Additionally, participation in ALE is beneficial for 

employment-related changes (Field, 2012), for example career progress (Kilpi-Jakonen, de Vilhena, Blossfeld, 2015) 

or increased job performance and satisfaction (Shannon, Pearson, Quinn, & Macintyre, 2016). On the other hand, 

little evidence for positive wage effects was found (Shannon et al., 2016).  

  



135 
 

2.2.2 Identity capital 

Participation in ALE can have an impact on adults’ self-concept. In other words, significant changes in self-esteem, 

self-efficacy, sense of purpose and confidence (Field, 2012; Hammond, 2004; Manninen et al., 2014; Shannon et 

al., 2016) encourage self-discovery (Prins et al., 2009), which causes a transformed self-concept (Panitsides, 2013; 

Tett & Maclachlan, 2007). In addition, ALE evokes a change in attitudes. This means that adults become more 

open-minded and develop a critical and tolerant mind-set (Feinstein & Hammond, 2004). Moreover, attitudes 

towards learning develop as well. Adults experience enduring interest in learning, increased motivation to learn, 

positive attitudes towards educational experiences, and encourage others to learn (Manninen et al., 2014; 

Narushima, 2008; Shannon et al., 2016). As a last element, improvement in health is categorized under identity 

capital, because most health effects are reported in terms of increasing psychological health or wellbeing (Manninen 

et al., 2014). For example, Field (2012) discussed the changes in mental health and life satisfaction, and Hammond 

(2004) explained that adults can cope with stress better. To sum up, in this study, identity capital benefits are 

operationalized by changes in self-concept, attitudes and values, and health.   

2.2.3  Social capital 

Social capital includes outcomes concerning adults’ social relationships, social activities, civic engagement, and 

family life. In general, social networks improve or extend because of participation in ALE (Manninen et al., 2014; 

Panitsides, 2013; Shannon et al., 2016). Learners are able to develop social capital due to relationships with fellow 

learners and instructors (Tett & Maclachlan, 2007). Besides, a substantial amount of adults benefited from ALE 

with respect to social inclusion, as measured by activation, internalization, participation and connection (De Greef 

et al., 2012). For example, adults are more involved in social activities (Tett & Maclachlan, 2007) and display 

improved social and civic engagement (Schuller & Desjardins, 2007). In fact, ALE functions as a space in which 

people undertake social contact and supportive relationships sprout (Narushima, 2008; Prins et al., 2009). Next to 

changes in adults’ social relationships, ALE provides opportunities for adults to strengthen their parental 

capabilities (Brassett-Grundy, 2004). Parents and children help each other with learning, parents value education 

more and might become role-models for their children (Brassett-Grundy, 2004). Overall, literature supports the 

added value of ALE in terms of social capital. However, not all changes are positive. Adults might perceive that 

their current social capital is maintained (Shannon et al., 2016) or even that their existing social networks are 

disrupted (Field, 2015). Another study showed that social inequality has not been reduced by ALE up to now 

(Kilpi-Jakonen et al., 2015).  

2.3  Empirical overview of the outcomes of OBL 

According to Bates (2015), online learning takes place when ‘students study in their own time, at the place of their 

choice and without face-to-face contact with a teacher, however, students are connected’ (p.318). In addition, Ally 

(2008) underlines the crucial role of interaction during online learning, which is described as:  

The use of the Internet to access learning materials; to interact with the content, instructor, and other 

learners; and to obtain support during the learning process, in order to acquire knowledge, to construct 

personal meaning, and to grow from the learning experience. (Ally, 2008, p. 17) 
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Furthermore, blended learning is understood as the combination of online and face-to-face learning (Graham, 

2004). The strength of blended learning lies in the valuable and thoughtful mix of online activities and face-to-face 

classes (Fryer & Bovee, 2018). Following the distinction between human, identity, and social capital, the outcomes 

ascribed to OBL are discussed.  

2.3.1  Human capital 

Human capital benefits of OBL can be achievement, perceived learning outcomes or course-related knowledge 

and skills. The use of technology seems to have a positive impact on perceived learning outcomes (Tamim et al., 

2011). In specific, students’ performance in OBL conditions was found to be better than in face-to-face instruction, 

especially when contrasting blended learning with face-to-face learning (Means et al., 2013). Moreover, 

achievement of students in blended learning is higher in comparison with fully online learners (Vella et al., 2016). 

On the contrary, no significant differences between online, blended or face-to-face learning with regard to 

performance were found by Larson and Sung (2009). Other human capital benefits directly associated with OBL 

are course-related skills, like scientific competences (Tsai, 2018) and thesis-writing (Aghaee & Keller, 2016).  

2.3.2  Identity capital 

Secondly, learning in an online or blended manner has an impact on affective outcomes, including self-regulation, 

self-efficacy, satisfaction and attitudes. Hence, these refer to changes in adults’ identity capital. To start, OBL is 

valued due to the improvement of online learners’ self-regulation skills (Vanslambrouck, Zhu, Lombaerts, 

Philipsen, & Tondeur, 2018) and higher-order thinking skills (Johnson, 2017). As a second identity capital outcome, 

OBL contributes to high perceptions of online learning self-efficacy (Tseng & Tsai, 2010). This means that adults 

feel more confident to engage and interact in online learning activities (Shen, Cho, Tsai, & Marra, 2013). Thirdly, 

learners’ satisfaction and attitudes regarding online learning improve. Learners like and enjoy studying online (Tsai, 

Lin, Hong, & Tai, 2018) and report pleasure in independently searching and studying information online 

(Vanslambrouck et al., 2018). Furthermore, positive attitudes towards online learning activities grow (Nam, 2014). 

Finally, studies highlighted that all of these identity capital benefits reinforce each other. Self-regulated learning in 

OBL is deemed to enhance online learning self-efficacy, which in turn has a positive influence on online learning 

satisfaction, attitudes and motivation (Shen et al., 2013; Tseng & Tsai, 2010), leading to improved continuance 

intention (Tsai et al., 2018). 

2.3.3  Social capital 

Fewer studies examined how engagement in OBL is related to social outcomes, such as social capital. Still, empirical 

evidence points out that OBL fosters a sense of community (Rovai & Jordan, 2004) and aids in developing new 

relationships (Mebane et al., 2008). Vanslambrouck et al. (2018) outlined that adults appreciate face-to-face contact 

in blended learning for the social interactions. A previous study by Cocquyt et al. (2017) highlighted that 

participation in blended learning is positively associated with feelings of social connectedness and social capital. 

Additional studies revealed that it is possible to develop social capital and build community in online learning 

environments (Joksimovic et al., 2018; Lohr & Haley, 2018).  
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3. PROBLEM STATEMENT AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Insights regarding the outcomes associated with ALE and OBL were brought together in Table 26. However, most 

studies examined those effects during or shortly after adults finished a course. As a consequence, short-term 

outcomes are mainly reported in existing studies. It is difficult to reach adult learners who have completed courses 

a substantial time ago to reflect upon the long-term outcomes they perceive (Schuller, 2004). Since those effects 

may not be experienced immediately, a longitudinal approach is valuable. Hence, there is a need to consider 

outcomes of ALE and OBL from a long-term perspective. Therefore, the current study will explore the long-term 

outcomes of ALE and will shed light on the specific contribution of OBL. Moreover, it is important to study the 

benefits in a comprehensive way instead of in isolation, due to the interplay between and within the possible effects 

(Schuller, 2004). Next to the positive effects ascribed to ALE and OBL, two things will be taken into account: the 

possible sustaining or negative effects (Field, 2012; Schuller, 2004) and the assumption that adult learners might 

‘attribute more value to their participation in education than to the way they receive their education, namely 

through OBL’ (Vanslambrouck et al., 2018, p.38). These research aims lead to the following research questions: 

RQ 1: Which long-term outcomes in terms of human capital, identity capital and social capital do adult 

learners experience two years after participation in ALE? 

RQ 2: Which long-term outcomes do adults specifically attribute to OBL?  

 

Table 26: Summary of short-term outcomes of ALE and OBL derived from literature review 

 Outcomes of ALE Outcomes of OBL 

Human capital Employment 

Qualifications 

Knowledge, skills, competences 

Achievement and performance 

Perceived learning outcomes 

Course-related skills 

Identity capital Self-concept 

Attitudes and values 

Health and wellbeing 

Self-regulation 

Self-efficacy 

Satisfaction 

Attitudes 

Social capital Social relationships and networks 

Social and civic engagement 

Leisure activities 

Family life 

Social relationships and networks 

Social connectedness 

Sense of community 

Community building 
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4. METHODOLOGY 

4.1  Research design 

The present article describes a qualitative follow-up study of a quantitative study, which was previously conducted 

to measure the immediate changes in social inclusion and social capital as perceived by adult learners who were 

engaged in online or blended courses (N=286) (Cocquyt et al., 2017). Two years after the quantitative study, 

individual interviews were organized with learners who indicated that they were willing to collaborate in future 

research. In total, 129 learners expressed their willingness to participate in a follow-up study. Each of those learners 

were contacted by e-mail to verify their readiness. To sum up, the current longitudinal research design enabled in-

depth discussion about the perceived long-term changes emanating from their participation in ALE, which was 

organized in an online or blended manner.  

4.2  Research context  

The research was conducted in Flanders (Belgium), in which the main providers of ALE are the adult education 

centres (AECs). Content-wise, the AECs organize lengthy general and vocational courses, such as accountancy, 

administration, nursing assistant, or teacher training. Following the digital revolution in education, the Flemish 

AECs are allowed to run their courses in a blended way. Next to the AECs, the Flemish Employment Agency 

provides intensive vocational training, mainly for unemployed adults. For example, adults can be trained in ICT-

skills (e.g. Microsoft Windows, Word, Excel), professional skills (e.g. web-design, sales, accountancy) or languages. 

These kinds of training can be offered fully online. Overall, the content of all courses or programs, which the 

participants of this study took, was mainly employment-directed, leading to new qualifications, certificates and 

competences. 

4.3  Participants 

A total of 15 adult learners participated in this study, including 10 women and five men. The majority of the 

participants speak the regional language, Dutch, as their mother tongue, with the exception of five adults. The age 

of the participants varied from 32 to 59 years old, with an average age of 51. At the time of collecting the initial 

questionnaire data, most respondents were unemployed. However, when conducting the follow-up interviews, 

only three participants remained unemployed. All of the other adults were fully or part-time employed. The 

educational background of the respondents was mixed: half of them obtained a secondary education degree and 

the other half achieved a higher education degree. With respect to the organization of the adult education courses, 

six participants followed solely blended courses, one respondent was registered in a fully online training. The 

remaining adults indicated that they have been engaged in a mix of OBL, this is possible because most adults 

followed additional courses. 
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4.4  Data collection: individual interviews 

Data was collected by means of individual semi-structured interviews, of which the sequence mainly depended on 

the input of the participants. The participants were given the opportunity to choose the location of the interview, 

so that they would feel safe and could speak freely. Most of the interviews were conducted at the home of the 

respondents, unless they suggested to meet at another place. Beforehand, respondents were thoroughly informed 

about the research scope via an ‘informed consent’, which guaranteed their anonymity, stressed that withdrawal 

was possible at any time and encouraged them to tell about their personal experiences. Subsequently, the interview 

began with questions about the background of the adults, such as their present employment status and history of 

participation in ALE. Next, the main part of the interview focused on discovering the long-term changes, which 

the learners perceived up to that moment. The participants were asked to describe their experiences of the OBL 

courses they took and to reflect about the sustainable benefits they recognized. The interview guideline consisted 

of open questions, which were based on Schuller’s (2004) three capitals. More specific probing questions were 

derived from the literature review on the benefits of ALE and OBL (Table 26) and were employed in case the 

respondents struggled to give profound answers.  

4.5  Data-analysis 

Audio-recordings of each interview were made. They were transcribed verbatim and were sent to the participants 

for member checks (Merriam, 2009). Afterwards, thematic analysis was employed on the 15 transcripts. A coding 

scheme was developed based on Schuller’s theoretical framework and the summary in Table 26. The central themes 

were the three capitals: human, identity, and social capital. Furthermore, subcategories were created in each of the 

central themes. For example, the main theme of human capital consists of subthemes such as competences, 

qualifications, and employment-related changes. In addition, benefits related to OBL were coded separately. Hence, 

the transcripts were coded from a deductive perspective, leading to a deductive or theoretical thematic analysis 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006). Nevertheless, valuable parts of the interviews that did not fit in the predetermined coding 

scheme were labelled with new codes like integration and staying up-to-date. Moreover, new labels were created 

in vivo, which means that short quotes from the interview were used as a label (Manning, 2017). One example of 

an in vivo code is: ‘an influence on my life is that I have an influence on other people.’ With the aid of NVivo, a 

visual summary per respondent was made, followed by thematic charts on human capital, identity capital, social 

capital, and the specific contribution of OBL (Matthews & Ross, 2010). To optimize the credibility of the data-

analysis, investigator triangulation was employed, which means that two researchers discussed the coding and 

interpretation profoundly throughout the analysis process (Merriam, 2009). These discussions were supplemented 

by regular meetings in which the entire research team was consulted.  
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5. RESULTS 

5.1  Exploring the long-term outcomes of participation in ALE in terms of human capital, identity 

capital and social capital 

5.1.1  Long-term human capital outcomes of ALE 

Qualifications. Several adults mention the importance of having obtained a new degree or certificate. Respondent 6 

describes that she ‘would do it all over again, just for the certificate, because I can always rely on my diploma, 

whatever happens’. On the other hand, a few participants believe that a certificate does not have a lot of added 

value, unless it would lead directly towards a new job. Specifically, a respondent explains that the achieved 

certificates were a big help when applying for a job. This was also the case for adults who had obtained a higher 

education degree in their country of origin, which was not recognized by the local authorities yet. They experienced 

a lot of difficulties to find a suitable job because of this issue. 

Employment. Finding a new job seems to be one of the most recognized benefits of ALE. Some adults reoriented 

themselves towards a job in a completely different discipline. Other interviewees have taken up new responsibilities 

in their current job and improved their job performance, which leads to enhanced job satisfaction. In addition, the 

participants sense that the courses they took bring about job and financial security.  

I was fed up with my previous job, so I was very happy that I dared to take the plunge to go back to school. 

At first, I was a bit scared, I was not sure if I would be able to find a new job. But I applied for a position 

and I could get started very fast, I did not expect that. Basically, because of the course, I am able to practice 

the job of my dreams. Moreover, this job gives me more financial security. It is a bottleneck occupation, 

so I am sure that I will be able to continue this position in the future. (Respondent 10) 

On the other hand, participant 8 attributed finding a new job to luck and favourable circumstances, not to his 

participation in ALE. Furthermore, another respondent is not completely satisfied with the salary that she receives 

in her new job, because she was forced to settle for less.  

Updating their competences. Plenty of participants mention that they were able to recall previously attained knowledge 

or skills. Moreover, they speak of ‘updating’ their competences. Respondent 3 points out that ‘I am not that young 

anymore, and you know how much has changed recently. So, now, I am more up-to-date.’ The respondents 

describe a variety of competences that were recalled or updated, including digital competences, social-

communicative competences and other specific competences. For example, the adults report that their digital 

competences improved in terms of sending e-mails, handling pdf-files, and operating programs such as Word and 

Excel. Secondly, adults’ social-communicative competences progressed as well. This means that they acquired 

language and communication skills, competences regarding applying for a job and insights into cultural dynamics. 

To show, respondent 9 describes that he ‘gained a lot of content knowledge about informatics, but also 

understanding of how to contact people from another culture or another nationality’. In addition, the interviewees 

identify benefits with regard to other specific competences. These competences vary from accountancy procedures 

to general professional skills like how to cope with stress, and pedagogical-didactical competences.  



141 
 

To say, our organization bought a new measuring instrument for the laboratory. Four people who are 

employed in the laboratory were expected to handle this new device. However, they were struggling a lot. 

So, eventually, they asked me to train the employees in the use of the machine. So, I did. One of the 

employees even thought that I would be a great teacher. (Respondent 2) 

Transferring competences to professional and personal life. The previous quote already highlighted that the acquired 

competences do not remain isolated. In fact, some participants describe that they are able to use those competences 

in their professional and personal life. With regard to transfer to the workplace, one respondent pays more 

attention to ergonomics in the office and informs colleagues about it. Other interviewees apply didactical 

competences when giving presentations in the workplace and while guiding interns. The acquired competences 

can also be used in adults’ personal life. It concerns competences like fast-reading, understanding financial matters, 

time-management, cleaning efficiently and mail delivery.  

5.1.2  Long-term identity capital outcomes of ALE 

Positive self-concept. All participants, except one, identify remarkable positive changes in their self-concept. Almost 

all respondents describe a boost in their self-confidence and self-esteem, with a more positive self-image as a result. 

Some label it as being ‘proud’ of themselves and feeling a sense of ‘achievement’. Respondent 7 depicts that: ‘I got 

the confirmation that I am still able to study, it is so important to stay in touch and up-to-date, it is beneficial for 

my self-image.’ People in their environment also respect them because of their achievement.  

Some people in my surroundings, like family members, grew a sense of admiration for me. Because of 

several factors, like my unexpected dismissal, followed by a period in which I was unemployed, and the 

fact that I am older than 50. I could prove that I am capable of taking courses successfully and finding a 

new job. I could sense a kind of appreciation. (Respondent 8) 

Participation in ALE brings about personal change. The adults started to perceive themselves differently compared 

to before. Some people evolved from insecure to confident learners and others describe themselves as younger, 

stronger, persistent, or more eager to learn. Respondent 9 underlines that ‘people who knew me before tell me 

that I have become a completely different person’. Hence, a process of self-discovery has been initiated by ALE. 

On the contrary, only one respondent believes that he did not change at all: ‘You cannot forget, I am 52 years old. 

Life has already formed me into who I am. I do not perceive huge changes in my worldview. I am who I am.’ 

Attitudes and values. Engagement in ALE created renewed interest and pleasure in learning. In fact, their attitude 

towards education evolved positively. Most respondents acknowledge the importance of lifelong learning and are 

eager to continue learning. They are convinced that it is crucial to keep on learning in order to stay up-to-date and 

keep up with society. Besides, two adults describe that they take more initiative now and that they became more 

assertive: ‘I will stand my ground firmly, I dare to take initiative and I am capable of saying no’ (Respondent 5).  

Health and well-being. Most respondents do not attribute changes in health or well-being to ALE. One respondent 

appreciates the course he took on ergonomics and healthy food, so he used in his personal life. With regard to 

psychological well-being, respondent 3 thinks that she will have ‘a lower risk at burn-out compared to colleagues 

in the same sector, because I am busy with expanding my mind.’ Another respondent agrees and explains that 

‘because of the self-development and increased self-confidence, I feel like I am mentally stronger and have a 

healthier mind’ (Respondent 14).  



142 
 

5.1.3 Long-term social capital outcomes of ALE 

Social networks and relationships. Most adults built supportive relationships with their fellow students and instructors 

during the course. On the long-term, the social networks of some adults did extend, because they keep in touch 

with one or more fellow learners. Respondent 3 points out that they became ‘friends for life’. Moreover, the 

strongest perceived long-term benefit according to respondent 9 is that:  

I became more social and outgoing. If you would come to my workplace, you will see me talking to my 

colleagues and making jokes with them. I am always active, helping other people out. That is so important. 

I am more social and positive now.  

However, according to half of the participants, those relationships did not seem to be sustainable: ‘Unfortunately, 

those relationships fade away because we all go back to our own life. Even contacts that were very good’ 

(Respondent 12). Some people’s networks did not expand, nor decrease. Hence, a status quo regarding their social 

networks is observed. To show, respondent 8 ascribes it to his personality: ‘It is not part of my nature to socialize 

or to expand my social life.’ 

Leisure activities. An immediate effect of taking up a course is decreasing time for leisure activities because of the 

heavy workload of the courses. For example, participants did not have sufficient time to have an active family-life, 

to work out or to ‘chill’. In the long run, the respondents look back to finishing the course as a relief: ‘Now, I can 

go back to working out, tonight I am going to the dance practice, and in the weekend, I have more time for myself 

and the household chores.’ (Respondent 6). Hence, at first, ALE seems to have an immediate restricting effect on 

the participants’ leisure activities, however, they can be restarted in the long term. 

Social and civic engagement. Some of the participants have taken up new social activities once the course has ended, 

for example as volunteer in their neighbourhood or local library. However, based on the respondents’ stories, it is 

hard to unravel whether this was a direct consequence of participation in ALE or emanating from stimuli in their 

surroundings. In fact, some people were already socially engaged before they started the course. In general, the 

participants do not report changes regarding citizenship or political awareness. A few respondents mention that 

they have an influence on others. This entails that they encourage people to participate in activities or motivate 

others to engage in ALE.  

One consequence of following the course is that I have an influence on other people. I involve my friends 

in activities I undertake. I asked them to join me for a trip to the museum and there they meet friends. 

And I, personally, I got in touch with someone from another cultural background. And that person also 

joins me for trips to museums. I do have a huge impact on my environment. (Respondent 12) 

Family life. Parents explain that they are more involved with the education of their children. They stimulate their 

children to study well, they talk about school more often at home and they are more helpful with homework. Due 

to their own renewed educational experience, they have more empathy towards the experiences of their children. 

This results in a supportive home environment, in which parents and children encourage and help each other.  



143 
 

Integration. Four out of five non-native speaking adults describe benefits in terms of integration and their social life. 

They are the only ones who mention that they started to act as a volunteer: ‘After the course, I was in search of 

social activities. For example, I was a volunteer during an event that brought together people from different cities 

to practice Dutch. I was responsible for guiding people to the right location.’ (Respondent 9). In fact, respondent 

9 recognizes that the strongest effect of participation in ALE is that he became more social and feels more at home. 

Respondent 15 also explains that learning the language is necessary to find a job, which is perceived as a standard 

for integration.  

5.1.4  Interplay between the three capitals 

To illustrate the long-term cumulative effects of the capitals, two cases are discussed. The first example is based 

on the experiences of non-native speaking adults. They report that the improvement of language skills and other 

social-communicative competences has a positive effect on finding a job and their self-confidence. Those newly 

developed skills and confidence are motivators to speak Dutch with people and to engage in social activities. In 

turn, non-native speaking adults keep on enhancing their language competences by getting more in touch with 

people. In other words, the combination of changes in human capital (i.e. social-communicative competences), 

identity capital (i.e. self-confidence), and social capital (i.e. increasing social engagement) is beneficial for their 

integration.  

I got more open and social towards others. If you go somewhere, people always ask “what is your 

profession?”. Before, I needed to say I was unemployed. I did not like to say that at all. Basically, because 

of the course and my new job, I communicate more with people now. (Respondent 15) 

The second example concerns older adults. Their main objective of participation in ALE was to recall or update 

their competences (i.e. human capital) in order to find a new job or improve their current job functioning (i.e. 

human capital). The expansion of their human capital has brought about a more positive self-concept and a sense 

of achievement or pride (i.e. identity capital). Consequently, those respondents were able to exert a certain influence 

on others by encouraging them to learn or to engage in social activities (i.e. social capital).   

I feel stronger, intellectually and emotionally. Feeling stronger on the intellectual level, gives me more self-

confidence and self-esteem. More motivation. Getting the confirmation that I am on the right track. 

Emotionally, it feels good to be able to keep up. (Respondent 3) 

5.2  Exploring the long-term outcomes that are specifically attributed to OBL 

5.2.1  Long-term human capital contribution of OBL 

As a first benefit, employing an online learning environment has led to enhanced digital competences. More 

specifically, learning to navigate and operate within an online learning platform is perceived to be valuable. 

Respondent 1 explains that he was not used to working with a computer, but his digital skills improved due to the 

course that was organized in a blended way. Additionally, adults who followed teacher training could particularly 

benefit from the online or blended format. They experienced the online learning environment from a student’s 

perspective and hence employ the online platform thoughtfully in their new job as a teacher. A second benefit is 
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that specific learning outcomes, such as language skills, are acquired online. Respondent 13 says that ‘you can read 

everything online, for me, as non-native speaker, that is better compared to spoken language.’ One respondent is 

even convinced that he remembers information better because he had to search for it online. 

5.2.2  Long-term identity capital contribution of OBL 

OBL facilitated the development of self-regulation skills, self-efficacy and positive attitudes towards OBL. The 

participants state that they needed to plan their online learning carefully and have sufficient sense of discipline to 

stick to their planning. They also learned how to search, analyse, and structure information online. Besides self-

regulation, learners perceive that OBL prepares them for similar OBL courses they might take up in the future as 

well. Hence, their online learning self-efficacy has increased. Additionally, some participants value OBL because 

of the pleasure to learn online at their own time, pace and place. On the other hand, other adults prefer face-to-

face learning over online learning. 

5.2.3  Long-term social capital contribution of OBL 

Finally, most adults were not able to recognize social capital benefits emanating from OBL. The educational 

approach of OBL seems to encourage online social networking during the course. According to respondent 6, it 

was useful to be part of an online group consisting of fellow learners. However, once the course has ended, the 

activity in the online group decreased. Consequently, those online relationships do not appear to be sustainable.  

6. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

6.1  Long-term benefits of ALE 

6.1.1  Human capital 

The most important long-term human capital benefit is finding a new job. This is in line with studies that found 

that ALE is beneficial for career development and employability (Kilpi-Jakonen et al., 2015; Shannon et al., 2016). 

The participants also reported that employment ensures a certain extent of (financial) security. In addition, 

participation in ALE creates new qualifications (Chesters, 2014), however not all respondents valued the 

certificates that much. On the negative side, taking up courses does not always have a positive impact on income 

according to the respondents in our study (Shannon et al., 2016). Furthermore, the participants mentioned that 

they acquired digital competences, social-communicative competences and other specific skills. The current study 

contributed that those obtained competences are transferred to adults’ professional or personal life. The 

respondents appreciated the competences they developed or updated in order to maintain their position in society. 

Hence, these kinds of long-term human capital benefits embody a sustaining effect (Schuller, 2004).  

  



145 
 

6.1.2  Identity capital 

Another pertinent long-term benefit is the development of a more positive self-concept, in specific self-esteem 

and confidence (e.g., Manninen et al., 2014; Shannon et al., 2016). Adults underwent a process of self-discovery 

(Prins et al., 2009), which is supported by recognition from people in their environment. Furthermore, our study 

corroborated that attitudes change because of ALE (Feinstein & Hammond, 2004), especially attitudes towards 

lifelong learning. As a last aspect, prevention of burnout was ascribed to engagement in ALE. This finding is in 

accordance with studies that stated that ALE is favourable for psychological health and well-being (e.g., Field, 

2012).  

6.1.3  Social capital 

Most respondents experienced difficulties to spontaneously ascribe long-term social capital changes to ALE. 

Almost no long-term changes regarding civic or social engagement were found, which is in contrast with findings 

of Schuller and Desjardins (2007). A possible explanation is found in the work of Schuller (2010), who stated that 

‘social capital is not acquired directly through education in the same way as skills and qualifications are’ (p.110). 

Consequently, it is more difficult to directly appoint changes in adults’ social life to ALE. Our study brought to 

attention that ALE serves as a social space, in which supportive relationships and bridging social capital can be 

developed (Manninen et al., 2014; Prins et al., 2009; Tett & Maclachlan, 2007). However, most relationships do 

not seem to be sustainable on the long-term according to our respondents. Relationships within the family did 

improve: parental engagement in children’s learning increased (Brassett-Grundy, 2004). Finally, ALE might have 

beneficial effects in terms of non-native speakers’ integration in society (Cocquyt et al., 2017). In this case, the 

three types of capital have a reinforcing effect in the sense that acquiring language competences, increasing self-

confidence, and building new social relationships are closely connected. Consequently, long-term evidence on the 

interplay between human, identity and social capital was found in our data.  

To answer the first research question, the results showed that the most recognized long-term benefits are perceived 

in the domains of human and identity capital. In specific, enhancing employability, developing or updating 

competences, and improving their self-concept were mentioned by almost all respondents. Regarding social capital, 

the results were less outspoken. Though, important effects were experienced in terms of parental involvement and 

integration.  

6.2  Long-term benefits of OBL 

As reported by Vanslambrouck et al. (2018), most participants in our study attributed substantial value to ALE, 

but less to the OBL-format. The long-term benefits ascribed to OBL regarding human capital are acquiring specific 

course-related skills (e.g., language skills), and digital competences. However, most respondents did not report that 

they performed better in the classroom due to OBL. This is in contrast with an extensive body of literature that 

indicated that OBL positively influences achievement and performance (e.g., Vella et al., 2016). Additionally, adults 

developed more identity capital through OBL on the long term by improving their online learner self-regulation 

(Vanslambrouck et al., 2018), online learning self-efficacy (Shen et al., 2013; Tseng & Tsai, 2010) and attitudes 

towards OBL (Tsai et al., 2018). This means that the adults have become more skilled, confident and positive 
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about OBL. Regarding social capital, our study holds few evidence about long-term benefits of OBL. During the 

course, online social networks have originated and a community was built (Mebane et al., 2008; Rovai & Jordan, 

2004). So, social capital developed on the short-term. However, the online social contacts reduced or completely 

faded once the courses were finished. To summarize, the long-term contribution of OBL includes human capital 

benefits and positive identity capital outcomes. In contrast, almost no long-term changes in social capital were 

attributed to OBL.  

6.3  Limitations and suggestions for future research 

The respondents of the follow-up interviews were older adults, with an average age of 51. This means that the 

results might be biased because of their life perspective, for example with regard to OBL and developing digital 

competences. In addition, despite extensive efforts, there was a lack of low-educated adults in our sample. Based 

on these two limitations, similar research in a more heterogeneous sample, in terms of age and educational 

attainment, would be worthwhile. Furthermore, the formal courses were mainly directed towards employment and 

vocational skills. In the future, it might be valuable to conduct research in leisure-oriented or non-formal courses 

to explore whether participants in these kinds of ALE report more long-term benefits concerning social capital or 

other benefits related to human and identity capital. Moreover, the current study highlighted the long-term 

interplay between human, identity, and social capital. Hence, it is recommended to acknowledge that the 

relationship between participation in ALE, characteristics of OBL and the long-term outcomes is not linear, but 

complex and reinforcing. To explore this reinforcing interrelatedness, more extensive longitudinal research among 

lifelong learners is advised.  

6.4  Implications 

The current study showed that social capital benefits of ALE and OBL do not seem to be fully sustainable on the 

long term. Consequently, this finding suggests to dedicate more efforts to build long-lasting (online) relationships 

and communities, for example following the idea of community of practice (Wenger, 1998). Communities of 

practice can be initiated during the course in a formal way supported by online technologies. Those online 

technologies can be employed to share new knowledge after course completion and to maintain the developed 

community in a more informal way afterwards. Furthermore, adult education practitioners should take into account 

the interrelatedness between human, identity, and social capital. In developing their curricula and course design, 

they can take human capital development as a starting point, bearing in mind the possible far-reaching benefits for 

the individual and society. This is also applicable for the integration of non-native speaking adults, for example in 

the labour market. By achieving the necessary competences, adults are supported to find a suitable job, which is 

beneficial for their security, self-image and place in society. Hence, practitioners and policy-makers should become 

more aware of the extensive function of ALE as a socialisation milieu. Subsequently, according to adults’ stories, 

OBL yielded enriched learning experiences with respect to improved digital competences and self-regulation. 

Therefore, providing ALE by means of OBL and taking OBL-courses should be encouraged among adult 

education providers and adults of all backgrounds. Stemming from our study, it seems that ALE and OBL might 

be pieces of the puzzle to tackle the digital and social divide. To conclude, the current study contributed to the 

empirical knowledge on the value of adult learning processes by ‘blending’ insights from the long-standing tradition 

of ALE and emerging findings from OBL-research, from a longitudinal perspective.  
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CHAPTER 6 

General discussion and conclusion 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

The current chapter provides interpretations regarding the relationship between participation in 

technology-enhanced education – online and blended learning in specific - and the perceived social 

outcomes reported by adult learners. The social outcomes were operationalized by social participation, 

social connectedness, and bonding and bridging social capital. By means of questionnaires and interviews 

with online and blended adult learners, the role of instructional and individual factors for those social 

outcomes was examined. The four general research questions that were put forward in the introductory 

chapter are answered first, followed by theoretical, practical and policy implications. Subsequently, the 

limitations of this dissertation are acknowledged and recommendations for future research are suggested. 

Finally, the conclusion ends with a summary of the most important findings and implications emanating 

from this dissertation.  
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1. DISCUSSION OF MAIN FINDINGS 

1.1  To what extent do adult learners perceive social outcomes after participation in OBL? 

The first research question was formulated in response to the lack of studies on non-traditional adult learners in 

OBL and their perceptions of social outcomes ascribed to it. Derived from the combined sample of online and 

blended adult learners, general results from the first study showed that the participants perceived a decrease or 

status quo in social participation and bonding social capital, but an increase in social connectedness and bridging 

social capital. However, important differences between the blended and online case need to be addressed.  

1.1.1 Perceptions of blended adult learners  

The adult learners enrolled in blended courses reported a remarkable decrease in social participation, positive 

changes regarding social connectedness and bridging social capital, and a status quo for bonding social capital. 

Respectively, this means that these adults indicated that their participation in social activities reduced, their feelings 

of being connected with their surroundings grew, their social network expanded with new weak ties and their close 

relationships were not remarkably affected while being engaged in a blended course. First, an explanation for the 

decreasing social participation might be the conflicting time investment due to participation in the blended course. 

Time that adults spent on educational participation inhibits their remaining leisure time, which is necessary to be 

involved in other social activities. As a result, educational participation is at the expense of social participation. 

Second, the findings that adults felt more connected to their environment (i.e. social connectedness) and developed 

new relationships (i.e. bridging social capital) could be caused by various ways of (online) engagement or interaction 

and a sense of community in the blended course (Joksimovic et al., 2018; Moore, 1989; Rovai & Jordan, 2004). 

Third, the close relationships (i.e. bonding social capital) of the blended adult learners did not seem to change, 

positively or negatively, due to their educational participation in OBL. Derived from this finding, it seems that the 

adults in blended courses could combine education and family life properly, because their close ties were not 

heavily impacted. This might be explained by the blend between online learning activities and face-to-face classes, 

which can give adults enough flexibility to organize at least a part of their learning process according to their own 

and their family’s conveniences (Graham, 2004). To sum up, the perceptions of the blended adult learners disclosed 

that (1) adults’ social participation and social connectedness changed in opposing directions and (2) bridging social 

capital is more prominently developed compared to the status quo in bonding social capital (Oztok, Zingaro, 

Makos, Brett, & Hewitt, 2015).  

1.1.2 Perceptions of online adult learners 

In contrast, the online adult learners reported less positive social outcomes. The adults who were enrolled in fully 

online courses experienced slightly negative to no changes regarding social participation, social connectedness, and 

bonding and bridging social capital. Possible explanations for these perceptions might be found in the instructional 

design and in the activation approach for the unemployed. First of all, there was no extensive learner-instructor 

and no learner-learner interaction incorporated in the online course design. The courses were predominantly built 

on online learner-content interaction. In other words, the instructional design did not take into account the 

importance of online learner-learner interaction (e.g., Inayat, Amin, Inayat, & Salim, 2013; Kang & Im, 2013). As 
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a result, possibilities to build community or develop social relationships were non-existing. Since the majority of 

the online adult learners were unemployed, a second explanation is provided by the approach to activate 

unemployed people. According to Ó Tuama (2016), our societies are characterized by a ‘restrictive approach’, 

which focuses on developing human capital and directing citizens towards courses and employment without taking 

into account the circumstances of the adults. However, some adults need education and training in which emphasis 

is put on social outcomes as well. Hence, such a ‘reflective activation’ approach could be beneficial in order to 

enhance the social inclusion and social capital of unemployed adult learners (Ó Tuama, 2016). 

1.1.3 Bringing together insights from the blended and online cases 

The first study (Chapter 2) contributed to the empirical understanding of adult learners’ perceptions of social 

outcomes, as operationalized by social participation, social connectedness and social capital, immediately after 

engagement in OBL. The findings highlighted that not all social outcomes are positive (Schuller, 2004). In the 

online and blended case, a decrease in social participation was identified. In addition, the two cases provided 

specific indications about the role of the instructional design and the target group of the courses with regard to 

developing positive social outcomes. It seems that the blended learning design that included possibilities for 

learner-content, as well as learner-instructor and learner-learner interaction supported the social outcomes better 

compared to online courses that were solely based upon learner-content interaction. Besides the instructional 

design, the remarkable differences between the two cases might be caused by dissimilar contexts. To show, the 

target group of the online courses was mainly unemployed, while the participants of the blended courses were not. 

Following the ‘restrictive approach’, the online adult learners were mainly directed towards human capital 

development instead of social capital enhancement. Derived from these findings, the potential of the blended 

learning modality in facilitating social outcomes, such as creating improved social connectedness and building new 

relationships, became apparent. More in-depth understanding about the instructional factors in blended learning 

environments that contribute to adult learners’ social outcomes is discussed in relation to the fourth research 

question (cf. section 1.4).  

1.2 What are the long-term (social) outcomes of participation in ALE and OBL as perceived by adult 

learners? 

Continuing from the first research question, which mapped the immediately perceived social outcomes of adults 

in OBL, the second research question aimed to provide insights into the long-term social outcomes of participation 

in OBL. To answer this research question, a longitudinal methodology was employed in Study 4 (Chapter 5). The 

three capitals framework (Schuller, 2004) gave direction to the qualitative analyses. As a result, it was possible to 

scrutinize the wide outcomes attributed to participation in ALE and to OBL in terms of human capital, identity 

capital and social capital. 
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1.2.1 Long-term outcomes ascribed to ALE 

With regard to human capital and identity capital, the adult learners identified positive long-term outcomes 

emanating from engagement in ALE easily. Concerning human capital, the adults discerned new or improved 

employment as one of the most prominent outcomes of ALE (Shannon, Pearson, Quinn, & Macintyre, 2016). 

Acquiring qualifications is an important factor in finding a new job, which in turn enables financial security. As 

another strand of human capital benefits, the respondents also pointed out that they achieved a wide range of 

competences, which can be transferred to their professional or personal life. Regarding identity capital, 

participation in ALE evoked a process of self-discovery, which revealed the personal change the adult learners 

underwent. The adults described transformations in their self-image and attitudes. Specifically, they felt more 

confident and proud. In addition, the adult learners experienced more pleasure to learn and became aware of its 

importance. These results are in line with the findings of a large-scale European study that registered the wide 

benefits of lifelong learning (Manninen et al., 2014). In contrast with human and identity capital, the respondents 

mentioned less long-term social capital outcomes. Generally speaking, the adults did not build sustainable social 

relationships from the course, with the exception of a few who did establish long-lasting relationships. Neither did 

they identify long-term changes regarding social and civic engagement. Hence, from a longitudinal perspective, the 

generally accepted positive relationship between ALE and social capital outcomes (e.g., Field, 2005; Schuller & 

Desjardins, 2007) is not completely supported. A domain in which the adult learners did perceive positive social 

capital outcomes is parental involvement in their children’s education (Brassett-Grundy, 2004). Finally, they 

confirmed throughout the interviews that the courses were time-consuming (cf. research question 1) and that it 

was a relief to have more time available again for leisure or social activities after finishing the course.  

1.2.2 Long-term outcomes ascribed to OBL 

Besides the outcomes that were attributed to adults’ educational participation in general, some of the adults were 

able to distinguish specific long-term benefits linked to the OBL-format. The main longitudinal benefits of OBL 

were categorized as human capital and identity capital. Long-term human capital outcomes of OBL included 

improved digital competences and in-depth online knowledge construction (Ke & Xie, 2009). Furthermore, the 

results of the fourth study showed that learning in an online or blended manner can be beneficial for adults’ identity 

capital in the long term. In specific, respondents mentioned longitudinal benefits in terms of online self-regulation, 

their online learning self-efficacy and attitudes towards online learning (Shea & Bidjerano, 2010; Shen, Cho, Tsai, 

& Marra, 2013; Tsai, Lin, Hong, & Tai, 2018). In contradiction with earlier studies, which revealed increased social 

capital in the short term (e.g. Joksimovic et al., 2018), no long-term social capital outcomes were connected to the 

OBL-format. This means that the adult learners in our sample did not perceive that OBL brought about long-

lasting social relationships or other social capital benefits. 
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1.2.3 Reflecting upon the long-term outcomes ascribed to ALE and OBL 

First of all, it is noteworthy that the adult learners attributed more long-term outcomes to their participation in 

ALE in general, as compared to the specific delivery mode, which was OBL (Vanslambrouck, Zhu, Lombaerts, 

Philipsen, & Tondeur, 2018). The respondents identified human capital and identity capital benefits emanating 

from ALE and OBL. However, almost no long-term social capital outcomes were attributed to ALE and OBL.  

The most prominent long-term human capital outcomes of ALE and OBL seem to be employment-related benefits 

and (digital) competences that facilitate a competitive position in the labour market. In other words, these benefits 

are situated in the economic field. Consequently, the results of Study 4 indicated that the human capital outcomes 

of ALE and OBL have a sustaining function (Schuller, 2004). This means that adults experienced that their 

participation in ALE and OBL was beneficial to stay up to date and keep up with the demands of the labour market 

or society. 

Second, the long-term outcomes regarding identity capital are of a transformative nature. The self-concepts of the 

adults transformed and their perceptions about themselves as (online) lifelong learners evolved. The adults 

rediscovered their own capabilities to learn (online), became more self-confident (online) learners, and developed 

more positive attitudes towards and pleasure in (online) learning. Hence, extensive transformations took place 

psychologically. This indicates that transformative learning might have been taking place throughout adult learning 

(Mezirow, 2000).  

With regard to the third outcome category, social capital, a status quo on the long-term was observed. The adult 

learners did not experience social capital development nor decline linked to ALE or OBL, except for a positive 

impact on their parental engagement. Unlike the discussed findings on the first research question, few social capital 

outcomes were recognized in the longer term. In other words, new relationships might have developed during the 

course, but were not maintained afterwards. A possible explanation for the absence of long-term social capital 

outcomes might be that “social capital is not acquired directly through education in the same way as skills and 

qualifications are” (Schuller, 2010, p.110). Another in-depth explanation can be found in the critique of Biesta 

(2006), who identified excessive policy attention on the economic output of lifelong learning and ALE. This 

predominant economic focus from the policy level has penetrated the ALE practices. As a result, more explicit 

emphasis is put on human capital development, at the expense of attention to the socio-democratic value of ALE. 

Consequently, adult learners are less likely to experience enduring changes with regard to social capital.  

1.3 How do adult learners differ in their perceptions of social outcomes facilitated by participation 

in OBL? 

The third general research question took into account the heterogeneity of adult learners and the possible 

differential effects of ALE and OBL they might experience. To uncover variations in adult learners’ perceived 

social outcomes, attention was paid to individual’s socio-demographic background characteristics. Separate 

significant differences between learners based on socio-demographic characteristics, such as gender, marital status 

and age group, were identified. In short, in the blended case, females experienced higher decreases in social 

participation (Study 1, 2 & 3), married adults reported higher increases in social connectedness (Study 1), and 

younger adults indicated that their social capital developed more compared to older age groups (Study 1), whereas 
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in the online case, 35 to 44 year olds mentioned the highest decrease in social participation compared to other age 

categories (Study 1). These separate findings were discussed in the respective chapters.  

However, the most striking difference reported throughout the studies is the one between native-speaking and 

non-native speaking adults. It seemed that non-native speaking adults (i.e. adults who do not speak Dutch as their 

native language) reported higher increases in social connectedness as well as bonding and bridging social capital in 

the blended and online case (Study 1). Hence, these results suggest that native language is an important predictor 

of social connectedness and social capital. Taking into account this prominent finding, adults’ socio-demographic 

background was also included during the quantitative analyses in Study 2 and Study 3 to control for its effects. The 

results from these studies corroborated that native language is significantly related to perceptions of social 

connectedness and social capital. Moreover, similar differential effects for non-native speakers were found in Study 

4. Non-native speaking adult learners were the only ones who acknowledged that participation in ALE enabled 

them to engage in voluntary work and has been beneficial for their integration. In other words, the results from 

this dissertation suggest positive effects on social connectedness and social capital for adult learners not speaking 

the regional language as mother tongue. This is in line with studies that stipulated that vulnerable or disadvantaged 

adults, like non-native speakers, benefit more from their educational participation in ALE, because they experience 

a greater need and urge towards social and personal development (De Greef, Verté, & Segers, 2014; Manninen et 

al., 2014; Panitsides, 2013).  

Contrary to reports from Manninen and colleagues (2014), no significant differences between learners were found 

based on their educational attainment or employment status. So, unexpectedly, in our sample, low-educated 

participants (i.e. not having obtained their secondary degree) and unemployed adults did not seem to benefit more 

from participation in ALE and OBL compared to high-educated and employed adults. Finally, it is worthwhile to 

mention that depending on learners’ native language, three dimensions of social-constructivist and andragogical 

principles (i.e. sharing, learner’s needs and meaning-making) were found to be related differently to social 

participation. A detailed discussion about these interaction effects was provided in Study 3 (Chapter 4).  

1.4 Which instructional elements in the OBL-ALE environment contribute to the perceived social 

outcomes? 

In order to expand the theoretical knowledge and practical guidelines on how to enhance social outcomes in 

innovative formal ALE settings, the last research question scrutinized the role of specific instructional elements in 

blended learning environments. According to the results from Study 2 and Study 3, respectively presented in 

Chapter 3 and Chapter 4, three factors seem to contribute positively to adults’ perceived social outcomes. 

Throughout Study 2, transfer support and peer support were found to have a positive relationship with social 

connectedness and social capital. Additionally, in Study 3, adults reported higher social capital when their personal 

needs were met sufficiently. In other words, peer support, transfer support and meeting learner’s needs are 

important instructional elements in blended learning environments to bring about positive changes in adults’ social 

outcomes.  
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1.4.1 Connecting the valuable instructional elements of OBL to the theories of andragogy and social-
constructivism 

First, the finding that peer support is beneficial for adults’ social connectedness, and bonding and bridging social 

capital is considered from a social-constructivist perspective. Throughout the introduction of this dissertation, the 

importance of interaction in learning processes was established. In fact, interaction between the individual and its 

environment was set out to be a crucial social-constructivist idea (Vygotsky, 1978). By distinguishing different 

types of support in OBL based on Moore’s interaction typology (1989), the results highlighted that peer support 

– as a manifestation of learner-learner interaction – is not only important for high-quality OBL (e.g., Du, Zhou, 

Xu, & Lei, 2016) but for social outcomes as well. This supports the assumption that giving and receiving support 

facilitates feelings of social connectedness and broadening one’s social capital (Nolan, Hendricks, & Towell, 2015). 

Moreover, blended learning accommodates opportunities for online as well as offline support through the powerful 

integration of online and face-to-face interaction possibilities. Hence, the finding that peer support in blended 

learning is valuable for adults’ social outcomes is in line with other studies that underlined the role of (online) 

learner-learner interaction for social capital development (e.g., Joksimovic et al., 2018; Mebane, Porcelli, Iannone, 

Attanasio, & Francescato, 2008).  

Second, the positive contribution of transfer support for social connectedness and social capital is discussed in the 

light of both theories, social-constructivism and andragogy. Transfer support was considered as support of the 

instructor to make a connection between the classroom and adults’ daily life. The value of transfer support can be 

connected with core principles of andragogy, specifically adults’ life-centred orientation to learning and the fact 

that ALE should build upon adults’ rich experiences (Knowles, Holton, & Swanson, 2005). Similarly, transfer 

support is also closely linked to social-constructivist ideas like authentic and relevant learning experiences (Schunk, 

2012). In other words, those theories gave indications that authentic and relevant learning activities, which are in 

tune with adults’ life-world and experiences, are powerful elements in developing high-quality OBL environments 

(Choi & Park, 2018). The results of this dissertation contributed that transfer support in blended learning is also 

of importance to bring about social outcomes, due to the focus on life-centeredness and authenticity.  

As a third prominent factor, meeting the personal needs of adult learners contributes positively to the development 

of their bonding and bridging social capital. Theoretically, starting from adults’ needs is a key andragogical 

characteristic (Knowles et al., 2005) and learner control of the learning process by means of goal negotiation is 

fundamental to social-constructivist ideas (Jonassen, 1991). In general, learner-centeredness by considering adults’ 

individual needs and by giving them control over their learning process is believed to create solid and in-depth 

learning experiences. To this premise, the results from this dissertation add that meeting adults’ personal needs is 

also beneficial for social capital development. This is attributed to learner control or ownership, which may easily 

be exerted due to the affordances of blended learning. The online component provides opportunities for 

individualized learning trajectories at adults’ own space, time and pace (Jarvis, 2010) and according to their diverse 

needs (Rogers-Shaw, Carr-Chellman, & Choi, 2018). Complementing the individual online activities, the face-to-

face sessions reduce the feelings of isolation and offer possibilities for connecting with peers. Consequently, this 

finding suggests that social capital development can be achieved by meeting adults’ needs through giving them 

control and ownership over the blended learning process.  
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To sum up, the results of Study 2 and Study 3 highlighted that an interactive dimension such as peer support as 

well as more individualized characteristics like transfer to adults’ lifeworld and meeting their needs contribute 

positively to social connectedness and social capital.  

1.4.2 Additional remarks about the influence of instructional factors on social outcomes 

Besides the factors that were found to be positively related to certain social outcomes, it is important to make two 

remarks about other striking findings in this area. First, almost no instructional factors seemed to be related to 

social participation, except for informational support and process guidance from the instructor (cf. Study 2 as 

presented in Chapter 3). More precisely, the results revealed that informational support was negatively related to 

social participation, whereas process guidance had a positive relationship with social participation. These findings 

were discussed against a background of teacher-driven versus self-directed approaches (Ke & Xie, 2009; Porcaro, 

2011), leading to the assumption that the latter is more appropriate to strive towards enhanced social participation. 

In addition, the findings of Study 3 (Chapter 4) disclosed different relationships between three types of social-

constructivist and andragogical principles (SCAP) and the outcome of social participation based on adults’ native 

language. As a result, the role of various SCAP is unclear and rather ambiguous with respect to social participation.  

A second remark concerns the limited contribution of SCAP for social outcomes. Despite the promising insights 

derived from social-constructivist and andragogical theories, almost no SCAP were significantly related to social 

outcomes – with the exception of meeting personal needs. For example, it was unexpected that interactive 

dimensions like sharing and argumentation did not substantially strengthen social outcomes, especially because 

peer support was found to be an important predictor (cf. Study 2). This indicates that collaborative cognitive 

activities alone might not be enough to establish social outcomes, but supportive interactions on academic and 

non-academic issues are required. Moreover, the SCAP might have been outweighed by the importance of an 

individual characteristic such as native language or a stronger effect of meeting personal needs.  

1.5 What do these main findings indicate in light of the general research focus? 

In the first chapter of this dissertation, the general research focus was described as to study the dynamics of 

technology-enhanced ALE in terms of the social outcomes reported by adult learners. Guided by distinct 

theoretical frameworks and empirical evidence, five research foci were formulated (i.e. non-traditional learners, 

social outcomes, individual characteristics, instructional elements and longitudinal perspective). These foci have 

led to a conceptual framework which integrated insights from andragogy, social-constructivism, and online and 

blended learning in the context of adult education, while taking into account adults’ individual characteristics.  

The results revealed that non-traditional adult learners reported several positive social outcomes immediately after 

participation in OBL-ALE. From a longitudinal perspective, fewer social outcomes were experienced as compared 

to human capital and identity capital benefits. This indicates that participation in ALE, which was organized by 

means of OBL, not only serves to reduce skill inequalities, but could tackle social exclusion as well. Furthermore, 

the findings suggest that individual characteristics (e.g. native language) and instructional elements play a role in 

promoting social outcomes of adult learners. In addition to social-constructivist elements in the instructional 

design (e.g. peer support and relevance), the key element of andragogy – namely taking the needs of the individual 
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adult learner as a starting point – seems to be valuable to bring about social outcomes. In specific, OBL has certain 

affordances which enable the implementation of those instructional elements with the aim of facilitating social 

outcomes (cf. Practical implications). The above implies that the creation of social outcomes by participation in 

ALE and OBL is a complex process, in which instructional as well as individual features matter. In fact, it might 

even be that more factors are at play, such as institutional characteristics (cf. Limitations and directions for future 

research). In what follows, the theoretical, practical and policy implications of this dissertation are discussed in-

depth.  

2. IMPLICATIONS 

Building on the results, which were presented throughout this dissertation, several implications are derived. First, 

four implications regarding theory building and conducting research are described. They are followed by multiple 

suggestions for the adult education practice and the respective policies.   

2.1 Theoretical contributions and implications for future research 

First, the focus on social outcomes of ALE and OBL has led us to develop a theoretical framework to examine 

those social outcomes. As a result, a comprehensive framework, based on the concepts of social inclusion and 

social capital, was built. By conceptualizing social outcomes in this manner, the current dissertation contributed to 

the theoretical debate on how to delineate and measure social outcomes of adult learning processes in an OBL-

context. However, it is critical to mention that several difficulties were encountered while defining social inclusion. 

As reported in the separate chapters, the proposed dimensions of social inclusion – social participation and social 

connectedness – seemed to be poorly related to each other based on the empirical data. Hence, it is suggested to 

elaborate the current conceptualization of social inclusion, for example by broadening its interpretation to include 

more sub-dimensions (cf. the model of social exclusion by Van Regenmortel, 2017). These issues regarding social 

inclusion might be ascribed to the lack of solid theoretical grounding of the concept, definitely in contrast with the 

rich tradition of theory development on social capital (e.g., Bourdieu, 1980; Coleman, 1988; Lin, 1999; Putnam, 

2000). The idea of social inclusion has often been employed in policy documents or policy-informing research (e.g., 

Gordon et al., 2000; Levitas, 2003), contributing to the increasing broadness underlying the concept. Consequently, 

the international community of scholars is invited to strengthen the theory building on social inclusion in times of 

increasing digitalisation, integrating insights from educational, psychological, philosophical, political and 

sociological perspectives.  

Second, in search of supportive instructional factors for adults’ social outcomes, a framework to map learning 

support in blended learning was developed (Chapter 3), supplemented by the theoretical integration of social-

constructivist and andragogical principles (Chapter 4). The learning support framework was built upon Moore’s 

interaction typology (1989) on learner-content, learner-instructor and learner-learner interaction. The results 

confirmed that learning support is not a unidimensional construct, but rather complex. Hence, the current 

theoretical framework concerning learning support for adults in OBL should be extended to include multiple 

sources as well as different functions of learning support, taking into account face-to-face and online opportunities 

for giving and receiving diverse types of support. Once such a comprehensive theoretical framework would be 

validated, the ALE practice could benefit optimally to design supportive OBL environments. Besides learning 
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support variables, theoretical perspectives from social-constructivism and andragogy were united. In other words, 

this dissertation contributed theoretically by integrating social-constructivist and andragogical principles in the 

context of OBL for adult learners. However, based on the current results, only one principle seemed to be a 

promoting factor for social outcomes. Hence, researchers are urged to scrutinize the role of various learning 

principles, ranging from behaviourist, to constructivist and connectivist ones, because all might be important 

elements in order to design high-quality and diverse OBL activities (Anderson & Dron, 2011).  

As a third theoretical implication, the results of this dissertation highlighted that it is important to take into account 

individual characteristics of adult learners (e.g., native language) as well as instructional components (e.g., peer 

support) when examining social outcomes. Moreover, it seems valuable to continue studying the dynamics between 

the individual, the learning environment and the role of language (Dörnyei, 2009) in scrutinising social outcomes 

of adult learners. Besides these dynamics, a theoretical friction within the significant instructional factors was 

observed. On the one hand, the results suggested the importance of individualized approaches, such as meeting 

personal needs. On the other hand, collaborative learning opportunities like peer support also seem to be beneficial 

for adults’ perceptions of social outcomes. Consequently, these results suggest to pay attention to the dynamic 

relationships between adults’ characteristics, individualized learning and collaborative approaches with regard to 

the learning and instruction of adults.  

Fourth, the value of longitudinal studies was corroborated because effects that manifested throughout time were 

revealed. For example, according to the results of the first study (Chapter 2) a status quo or even a slight decrease 

in bonding social capital was reported. However, the longitudinal study (Chapter 5) showed positive long-term 

effects on family ties and parental engagement, which can be considered as forms of bonding social capital. In 

other words, such positive changes regarding bonding social capital were not experienced in the short term, but 

throughout the course of time. Similarly, increased perceptions of bridging social capital in the short term (cf. 

Chapter 2) were not completely sustained in the long term (cf. Chapter 5). Therefore, longitudinal follow-up studies 

are an added value to the academic field that examines outcomes of (adult) learning processes.  

2.2 Practical and policy implications 

First, emphasis is put on the instructional factors in OBL that seem to contribute to adults’ social outcomes 

according to the results of this dissertation. To sum up, process guidance, transfer support, peer support and 

meeting learners’ personal needs were found to be positively related to one or more dimensions of the social 

outcomes. This indicates that the instructional approach in OBL plays a major role in facilitating social outcomes. 

In specific, those four significant elements point towards an approach that is characterized by a supportive 

environment in which the adults direct and the instructors facilitate the learning process, which consists of 

authentic and collaborative features. In other words, preference is given to a learner-centred and social-

constructivist perspective, rather than teacher-driven methods. Derived from this general finding, several specific 

suggestions for the ALE practice are made: 
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Building on the importance of peer support, it is advised to organize various possibilities for adult learners 

to connect with their peers. The current results indicated that organizing cognitive collaborative activities is 

not sufficient to promote social outcomes. To achieve improved social outcomes, peer support on academic 

and non-academic issues is necessary to create a supportive climate. Hence, it seems that creating 

opportunities for peer interaction is important so that support mechanisms can grow. In the context of 

blended learning, the integration of face-to-face and online peer interaction is a strength. For example, it is 

possible to start building community in the first lesson(s) face-to-face and continuing the community-

building online throughout the entire duration of the course.  

As meeting the personal needs of adult learners was the only SCAP found to be related to social outcomes, 

practitioners should engage in screening the needs of the adult learners sufficiently. To start, an elaborate 

intake process might shed light on the personal aims and objectives of the adults. Furthermore, it is 

suggested that instructors keep track of each learner’s progress and guide the learners to monitor their 

growth throughout the entire process. OBL could provide ample of possibilities to formulate goals and 

monitor progress, for example by means of digital portfolios, online formative assessments or learning 

analytics.  

The suggestions formulated above each stress another end of the individual – collective continuum. 

Consequently, instructors are challenged to find a balance between focusing on the individual and 

stimulating interaction between peers. It is recommended to consider the individual learner as the central 

actor and develop trajectories based on their needs, in which they can connect and give or receive support 

among peers. Hence, learner-learner interaction could be supportive to achieve personal goals.  

Furthermore, derived from the added value of transfer support, authenticity and relevance seem to be key 

elements to bring about social outcomes. Specifically, it is suggested to develop learning environments that 

include authentic contexts, authentic assignments that are embedded in real-life situations, followed by 

authentic assessments.  In other words, building bridges between the classroom and adults’ lifeworld by 

means of authentic elements is a step towards enhanced social outcomes.  

Second, in addition to instructional factors that are related to immediately perceived social outcomes, attention is 

paid to the promotion of long-term social outcomes. The results from the longitudinal study (Chapter 5) revealed 

that limited social outcomes were experienced by the participants in the long term. Hence, instructors and adult 

education centres are encouraged to devote more efforts not only to build social relationships and communities 

among the adult learners during the courses, but also to sustain them after course completion. The development 

of communities of practice (Wenger, 1998) is put forward as one possible solution to maintain social relationships 

between adult learners. Digital platforms, such as LinkedIn groups, provide possibilities for knowledge or 

information sharing, and for connecting informally with people who have similar professional interests.  
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Third, next to instructional or educational levers, the current dissertation also pointed towards the importance of 

adult learners’ individual background. Most prominently, native language seemed to be strongly related to 

perceptions of social outcomes. Consequently, it is advised to take into account the individual and cultural 

background of the adult learners adequately. A detailed intake process is crucial in order to honour the diversity in 

adults’ backgrounds, language competences and cultural beliefs, followed by personalized trajectories. In addition, 

the ALE practice should become aware that non-native speaking adults perceive participation in any form of ALE 

as valuable for their social inclusion, irrespective of the OBL-format. Moreover, it is important to stress that this 

group of adult learners did not have bad experiences with OBL in the long term, and thus OBL might provide 

opportunities to support their social outcomes (as described earlier).  

The aforementioned practical implications lead towards one overarching consequence: increasing demands for 

instructors due to their continuously evolving role in guiding adults. For example, they are expected to be 

facilitators of learning communities, coaches in individualized trajectories and developers of innovative learning 

materials, in the physical classroom as well as in online environments. This requires tailored in-service training and 

foremost an integrated approach in pre-service training by ‘teaching as you preach’. However, it is not demanded 

that each instructor excels in all elements of their profession. This is where ‘teacher design teams’ show great 

potential to benefit from the diverse expertise gathered in the design team (e.g., Binkhorst, Handelzalts, Poortman, 

& van Joolingen, 2015).  

Furthermore, this dissertation also has implications for (inter)national policies. The results of the separate studies 

showed that adult learners perceived valuable social outcomes in the short term, but fewer in the longer term. They 

reported remarkable long-term changes in human capital (i.e. employment) and identity capital (i.e. self-image). 

This tendency might have been caused be a predominant policy focus on the creation of a knowledge economy 

(Lisbon European Council, 2000), in contrast with a lack of policy attention for the social-democratic function of 

ALE (Biesta, 2006). It is urgent that policy-makers become aware of the economic lenses through which they view 

phenomena like social inclusion, encouraging an abundance of research with an analogous economic scope (e.g., 

Cilasun, Demir-Şeker, Dincer, & Tekin-Koru, 2018). Instead, when giving shape to policies on lifelong learning 

and ALE, the three functions of ALE – economic, personal and social-democratic (Aspin & Chapman, 2000) – 

should be considered equally and as complementary. In the context of this dissertation, more specific policy 

attention for the social-democratic function of ALE is requested, highlighting its important role as a socialization 

milieu for a diversity of adult learners. As a result, more studies on the empowering function of ALE in general 

would be stimulated (e.g., Papaioannou & Gravani, 2018), as well as studies that scrutinize further the potential of 

innovative approaches like OBL in ALE with the societal aim of diminishing social and digital exclusion. From a 

comprehensive policy perspective, it is possible to take human capital development as a starting point to build 

further towards an individual’s identity and social capital. In the end, these individual benefits might affect the 

community and society at large as well.  
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3. LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

First of all, throughout the section devoted to theoretical contributions and implications (2.1) several 

recommendations for future research were made. It was suggested to dedicate fundamental research and 

conceptual debates about the theoretical frameworks regarding social outcomes, learning support, and social-

constructivist and andragogical principles. Those frameworks employed in the current dissertation could be refined 

in the future by (1) including more dimensions of social inclusion, (2) distinguishing between face-to-face and 

online elements of the instructional factors, and (3) integrating perspectives from behaviourist, social-constructivist 

and connectivist theories. Furthermore, emphasis was put on the necessity to examine in depth the dynamic 

relationship between the individual, the learning environment and (social) outcomes, for example by means of 

extensive longitudinal studies.  

Besides theoretical implications, the methodology employed throughout this dissertation is reflected upon as well. 

The quantitative studies conducted in the scope of this dissertation were of a cross-sectional nature. This means 

that relationships between variables were studied at one point in time. In other words, no strict causal claims can 

be formulated. Due to constraints in the authentic settings of ALE in Flanders, no valid experimental designs 

comparing face-to-face, blended and online instructional factors with respect to social outcomes could be made. 

However, previous studies did contrast different delivery modes with respect to cognitive outcomes, such as 

achievement (e.g., Larson & Sung, 2009; Means, Toyama, Murphy, & Baki, 2013; Vella, Turesky, & Hebert, 2016). 

Hence, there remains a need to conduct more studies like the one of Rovai and Jordan (2004) in the future in order 

to examine experimentally the contribution of OBL with regard to a diversity of social outcomes for adult learners. 

In specific, intervention studies including instructional design elements such as learning support variables or social-

constructivist and andragogical principles could be set up in order to unravel the causal effect of instructional 

factors on adults’ social outcomes.  

Furthermore, it can be seen as a limitation of this dissertation that the data were derived from self-reports of the 

adult learners, whether through questionnaires or interviews. This self-reported data might have caused bias in 

responses, like answering according to social desirability. To avoid bias as much as possible, several strategies were 

incorporated: respondents’ participation in the studies was voluntarily, their anonymity was guaranteed, honesty in 

answering was encouraged and it was stressed that there were no right or wrong answers (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, 

Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). For future studies, it would be recommended to triangulate self-reported questionnaire 

or interview data of adult learners with data from other methodologies and sources (Merriam, 2009). Triangulation 

by means of multiple methods could benefit from the strengths of combining questionnaire and interview data 

with results from observations, learning analytics or social network analyses. Throughout this dissertation adult 

learners were the main source of data. Their experiences could be triangulated by perspectives from people in their 

close surroundings, such as family members (partners, children), colleagues or supervisors at the workplace, peers 

or instructors in the adult education centre and significant others.  
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Despite efforts to include a heterogeneous sample of adult learners, most of them were enrolled in rather formal 

OBL courses that were aimed at employment-related and vocational competences. It is assumed that human capital 

building was the main objectives of those courses. Consequently, it might be that social outcomes were considered 

as a side-product of the learning process and thus were reported to a lesser extent by the adult learners. In the 

future, it would be worthwhile to explore the use of OBL in other contexts, such as more informal leisure-oriented 

courses.   

Content-wise, the decision was made to focus on instructional and individual factors that were assumed to be 

related to adults’ perceptions of social outcomes. As a consequence, the institutional context of the adult education 

centres was not included in the scope of this dissertation. This opens up possibilities for future research to explore 

the role of institutional characteristics, such as school policy, school culture and leadership. In specific, multilevel 

analyses could be employed to consider the effect of factors at different levels (i.e. individual, class group, 

institutional). Additionally, document analysis of (school) policies might reveal the extent of policy attention paid 

to social outcomes, besides academic output.  

A final recommendation for future research is derived from the important role of native language in relationship 

with the social outcomes. As the results from this dissertation pointed towards the added value that non-native 

speaking adults perceived in terms of social outcomes in comparison with native speaking adults, future studies 

could investigate why the former would perceive such substantial benefits. It seems that an in-depth case study on 

the experiences of non-native speaking adult learners in technology-enhanced learning environments will be 

helpful to provide more insights regarding the social effect of OBL for non-native speakers in the ALE contexts.  

 

4. GENERAL CONCLUSION 

This dissertation was set out against the background of persistent social exclusion, skill inequalities and digital 

divide. As a consequence, adults are encouraged to participate in lifelong learning and ALE because it is believed 

to contribute to their individual well-being and to the welfare of society, for example in terms of social inclusion. 

Technology has been gradually implemented in ALE due to the benefits digitalisation and technology could create. 

This had led to innovative practices in ALE such as OBL. ALE and OBL are assumed to be vehicles to tackle 

social and digital exclusion by equipping adults with updated (digital) competences and empowering them. 

However, there was a lack of studies examining the relationship between technology-enhanced ALE and the social 

outcomes reported by adult learners. Hence, the current dissertation aimed to uncover the social contribution of 

OBL in ALE. Theoretically, the social outcomes were conceptualized by social participation, social connectedness, 

and social capital, and insights from andragogy, social-constructivism and OBL-research were integrated. In 

specific, five research foci (i.e. non-traditional learners, social outcomes, individual characteristics, instructional 

elements and longitudinal perspective) and four general research questions gave direction to address the research 

aim.  
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The first research question was formulated to uncover the perceived social outcomes of adult learners immediately 

after participation in OBL. Derived from the combined samples of online and blended adult learners, results from 

the first study (Chapter 2) showed that the participants perceived a decrease or status quo in social participation 

and bonding social capital, but an increase in social connectedness and bridging social capital. However, important 

differences between the blended and online case were revealed. It seems that the blended learning design that 

included possibilities for learner-content, as well as learner-instructor and learner-learner interaction supports the 

social outcomes better compared to online courses solely based upon learner-content interaction.  

While the first research question focused on the immediately perceived social outcomes, the second research 

question aimed to provide insights into the long-term (social) outcomes of participation in ALE and OBL in terms 

of human capital, identity capital and social capital. The findings of the fourth study (Chapter 5) pointed out that 

the adult learners attributed more long-term outcomes to their participation in ALE, as compared to the specific 

delivery mode, which was OBL. From a longitudinal perspective, the respondents identified human capital benefits 

that had a sustaining function and transformative changes in their identity capital. On the contrary, fewer long-

term changes in social capital were reported.  

The third general research question examined the differential effects of ALE and OBL. The most striking 

difference was ascertained between native speaking and non-native speaking adults. The results reported in the 

quantitative studies (Chapter 2 – 4) highlighted that non-native speaking adults perceived higher increases in social 

connectedness and social capital compared to native speaking adult learners. According to the stories of non-native 

speaking adults, similar positive effects were confirmed in the longitudinal qualitative study (Chapter 5). In addition, 

isolated significant differences between learners based on socio-demographic characteristics, such as gender, 

marital status and age group, were identified. 

The fourth and last research question scrutinized which instructional elements in the blended learning environment 

contribute to the perceived social outcomes. The results presented in the second study (Chapter 3) indicated that 

transfer support and peer support are positively related to adults’ social connectedness and social capital. Besides, 

the third study (Chapter 4) showed that the more the personal needs of adult learners are met, the more social 

capital they report. To sum up, transfer support, peer support and meeting learner’s needs are positively associated 

with social connectedness and social capital. On the other hand, almost no instructional factors, except 

informational support and process guidance, were related to the social outcome of social participation.  

By answering the four general research questions, the current dissertation contributed to the empirical knowledge 

about the (long-term) social outcomes perceived by adult learners in the context of OBL, as well as the individual 

and instructional characteristics which are related to those outcomes. Based on the findings, specific elements from 

social-constructivist and andragogical theories as well as certain individual characteristics seemed to be related to 

the social outcomes. This has led to multiple recommendations for the ALE-practice, for example referring to the 

importance of a well-thought-out organization of OBL. On a theoretical level, several conceptual frameworks were 

developed and are suggested to be refined in future research. Moreover, focusing on the social outcomes, the social 

agenda of ALE has been put on the foreground. In addition, the potential of OBL in ALE for reducing social 

exclusion has been highlighted. To conclude, this dissertation suggests that ALE and OBL promote social benefits 

for individuals, which could have a far-reaching impact on the community or society.   
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EPILOGUE 

 

Shedding light on the social inclusion and social capital  

of non-native speaking adult learners  

in technology-enhanced second-language courses 

 

ABSTRACT 

Starting from the finding that non-native speaking adult learners reported significantly more social outcomes 

compared to native-speaking adults, a case-study on the experiences of the first group was conducted. The 

choice for a specific target group is explained throughout the introduction of this chapter. Subsequently, 

the social and scientific background is briefly outlined, resulting in a specific research scope. The employed 

methodology is a combination of interviews, in which qualitative social-network analysis was integrated, and 

classroom observations. The results of the social network analysis are presented by focusing on the social 

capital and social inclusion of the non-native speaking second-language learners. In particular, the 

contribution of the second-language course and technology integration in it are discussed. The chapter is 

concluded by several practical recommendations and a general outlook. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Building upon the finding from this dissertation that non-native speaking adult learners perceived more positive 

changes in social inclusion and social capital compared to native speaking participants, it was suggested to conduct 

in-depth research into the experiences and meaning-making processes of the first group. In response to this 

suggestion, this epilogue presents a case-study that was conducted on the side-lines of the current dissertation. 

Non-native newcomers who were following technology-enhanced second-language courses were selected as a case 

of adult learners who do not speak the regional language, Dutch, as their mother tongue. In particular, a decision 

was made to include those non-native speaking adults who were low-educated. This choice was based upon the 

finding that low-educated adults are more at risk of non-participation in learning (Adamuti-Trache, 2012) and 

because they experience more difficulties catching up through adult education since such adult learning processes 

often rely on basic scholastic competences (Nicaise, 2012). In the context of Flanders, this means that adult learners 

enrolled in Dutch-as-a-second-language (NT2) courses organized by the centres for adult basic education (CBE’s) 

became the scope of this case-study. It was the objective of the study to explore the social inclusion and social 

capital of non-native speaking adults engaged in NT2-courses. Moreover, the contribution of participation in the 

second-language course and of technology integration in these courses for their social inclusion and social capital 

was uncovered. In what follows, the societal and scientific background of this case-study is briefly introduced.  

2. SOCIETAL AND SCIENTIFIC BACKGROUND 

2.1 Immigration: issues concerning integration and transnationalism  

Immigration to Europe has increased tremendously over the past seventeen years according to the United Nations 

(2017). Additional statistics from the United Nations (2016) show that the number of refugees has never been as 

high since World War II. When addressing immigration, the integration of newcomers is a key discussion topic. 

Ager and Strang (2008) described that the foundation of integration lays in fundamental rights and citizenship, 

complemented by the reduction of language and cultural barriers. Once this basis is achieved, it is possible for 

newcomers to build social capital by connecting to people, which enables access to and participation in several life-

domains such as employment and education (Ager & Strang, 2008). However, migrants may endure difficulties 

throughout the integration process, especially when their fundamental rights are neglected (United Nations, 2017). 

Moreover, in Europe, the migration and refugee population faces high risks of poverty and social exclusion (Lelkes 

& Zolyomi, 2011). This might be caused by changes in the social network of migrants, with (temporary) loss of 

social capital as a consequence (Cachia, Kluzer, Cabrera, Centeno, & Punie, 2007). This means that migrants might 

arrive at a new host country without or with limited local relationships. Yet, nowadays with the aid of digital 

communication, migrants can maintain networks in the home society while developing relationships in the host 

country, irrespective of national borders (Schiller, Basch, & Blanc-Szanton, 1992). Hence, migrants are often 

connected to two or more societies, referring to the phenomenon of ‘transnationalism’ and ‘transmigrants’ (Schiller 

et al., 1992). In fact, empirical studies showed that immigrants feel close to people in their country of origin and 

receive quite some intangible support (i.e. social and emotional support) from those transnational ties (Herz, 2015; 

Lubbers, Molina, Lerner, Brandes, Avila, & McCarty, 2010). Additionally, transmigrants have contact with people 

in the host country and build connections with fellow migrants, in which befriending friends of friends is a central 
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mechanism (Lubbers et al., 2010). These national ties matter for instrumental support and social companionship 

(Herz, 2015). In terms of social capital, it seems that those transnational ties are an important part of bonding 

social capital, whereas befriending friends of friends at the national level might refer to developing bridging social 

capital.  

2.2 The role of adult education and second-language learning 

In countering the social challenges regarding migration and integration, the learning and education of adults is a 

powerful vehicle. Newcomers are urged to learn the host country language because it is indispensable throughout 

the integration process (De Paola & Brunello, 2016). Adamuti-Trache (2012) discussed the importance of the so-

called ‘premigration language capital’ (i.e. the extent to which someone is already acquainted with the language in 

the host country at arrival) for newcomers’ inclusion and participation in society. In particular, groups such as 

refugees and low-educated adults often arrive without sufficient premigration language capital, leading to higher 

risks of social exclusion (Adamuti-Trache, 2012). Hence, second-language acquisition is encouraged and might 

take place informally in shared social spaces (Jackson, 2010) or by means of formal second-language courses. In 

formal educational spaces, De Paola and Brunello (2016) referred to the importance of the teachers and class 

composition in achieving powerful second-language learning environments. Besides specific second-language 

courses, research also showed that participation in adult education courses is positively related to benefits such as 

social inclusion and social capital (Manninen et al., 2014), especially for non-native speaking adults (Cocquyt, Diep, 

Zhu, De Greef, & Vanwing, 2017; Jackson, 2010). Consequently, it seems that adult learning and education - 

whether formal or informal - and second-language courses in specific are believed to be a crucial key to successful 

integration. However, we should stay aware of the ‘culture of dependency’ that might be created by blindly 

following the credo that the socially excluded are dependent or immature, and in need of lifelong learning to 

become independent and to increase their welfare (Williams, 2011).  

2.3 The use of ICT for integration and in second-language learning 

Information and communication technologies (ICT), such as the internet and digital communication, are assumed 

to be beneficial for individuals’ development. Specifically, the use of such technologies might be a supportive factor 

for the integration, empowerment and social capital building of migrants and minorities (Bridge IT Partners, 2010). 

For example, Cachia et al. (2007) highlighted the added value of ‘social computing’ (i.e. multimedia tools for social 

communication and social networking) for the integration of (trans)migrants. Such tools might be employed to 

stay in touch with close relationships (i.e. bonding social capital), as well as to extend existing networks with new 

contacts (i.e. bridging social capital) (Cachia et al., 2007). In 2005, teachers in adult basic education were at the 

early stages of integrating technology in their classrooms, mainly due to poorly equipped infrastructure (Kotrlik & 

Redmann, 2005). To date, few examples of technology integration in adult basic education and second-language 

learning for low-educated or illiterate newcomers were found. Most often, technology was integrated as a 

supportive tool to facilitate second-language learning such as speech-to-text recognition tools (e.g. Hwang, Li, & 

Shadiev, 2018). Exceptionally, a more innovative approach was described in the context of adult basic education. 

Walsh (2016) designed a computer-supported collaborative learning environment by means of Facebook for 

learners of adult basic education courses. This approach did result in successful learning and evidence of higher-

order learning was identified (Walsh, 2016).  
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3. SCOPE OF THE CASE-STUDY 

Derived from findings in this dissertation, a decision was made to explore the meaning-making processes of low-

educated non-native speaking adult learners in second-language courses. The societal and scientific background 

made clear that adult learning and education (and second-language acquisition) as well as technology contribute to 

the integration of (trans)migrants, and hence to their social capital and social inclusion. This study brings together 

the strengths of adult education and technology by uncovering the contribution of technology-enhanced second-

language learning for the social integration of non-native speaking adults. The following questions gave direction 

to the case-study: 

- How do low-educated non-native speaking adult learners give shape to their social capital and social 

inclusion? 

- What is the contribution of the formal second-language courses for their social capital and social 

inclusion? 

- Which role does technology integration in the second-language course play in the processes of social 

capital development and social inclusion? 

4. METHODOLOGY OF THE CASE-STUDY 

The current study applied a qualitative exploratory case-study design. This approach allows an ‘intensive study of 

a single case where the purpose of that study is –at least in part- to shed light on a larger class of cases’ (Gerring, 

2007, p. 20).  

4.1 Context and participants 

In Flanders (Belgium), the centres for Adult Education and centres for Adult Basic Education (ABE) offer second-

language courses (or L2-courses) to adult newcomers. The centres for ABE organize L2-courses only for low-

educated newcomers. Recently, some centres for ABE started to integrate technology into those L2-courses. The 

case-study was conducted in this context of technology-enhanced L2-courses organized by centres for ABE. To 

optimize the participation of newcomers, a step-wise approach was followed. First, the permission of the 

overarching Federation of centres for ABE was granted. The Federation distributed the call for participation 

among all centres, of which four approved. Depending on the readiness of each individual teacher, the research 

was introduced to the adult learners during their lessons. After the introduction, the learners could decide if they 

wanted to engage in an individual interview.  

In total, 30 adult learners participated in qualitative interviews. The majority was female, whereas only nine male 

learners collaborated. Respondents had an average age of 36, ranging from 18 to 63. The adults were originally 

from different countries and spoke various languages as mother tongue. Most respondents came from the Middle-

East (e.g. Syria) and Africa (e.g. Congo), few had their roots in Eastern-Europe or Asia. In general, the participants 

were already living in Belgium for approximately one or two years. With the exception of some adults who were 

in the country for a longer period. Additional socio-demographic information shows that almost all respondents 

are unemployed, have children and have access to internet at home. All of them were directed to L2-courses at the 

centres for ABE because of their limited previous education or low literacy levels. Due to their background, all 
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demonstrated a low level of Dutch, the regional language. Twelve of the 30 adult learners were interviewed twice 

throughout the course of one year to uncover changes in their networks and inclusion.  

4.2 Data collection and analysis 

Before conducting the individual interviews, at least one classroom observation was made for several reasons. The 

observations allowed the researcher to get to know the context, so that participants’ responses in the interviews 

could be contextualized. Moreover, throughout the observations the researcher could get a view on the technology 

integration in the course, while getting to know the participants on a personal level. Hence, the observations had 

a preparatory function towards the interviews. Next, interviews were organized to gain insights into the social 

capital and social inclusion of the participants. The interviews took place during class hours to increase 

participation. Participants could speak their native language during the interview in order to express themselves 

fully. In case the participant spoke a language other than French or English, the support of a translator was arranged. 

All translators were briefed about the purpose of the interview beforehand and translated participants’ responses 

literally. 

At the beginning of the interview, participants were guaranteed anonymity. The interview consisted of two main 

parts. First, the respondents filled in a brief background questionnaire, including their access and use of digital 

technologies. For the second part, we developed an instrument inspired by Van Waes et al. (2016) to conduct 

qualitative social network analysis (SNA) by means of concentric circles (Figure 11). SNA is an appropriate 

methodology because it “enables a better understanding of changes in social integration, in the structure of the 

social network and in the support functions that result from them” (Cachia et al., 2007, p. 9). The qualitative SNA 

sheds light on newcomers’ social networks and social inclusion, focusing on four life domains: their family, friends, 

people from the course, and significant others. The respondents depicted their social relationships in those 

domains visually on a network ‘map’, centred around the individual. In other words, ego-centric or personal 

networks were constructed by discussing the meaning of ties with people in their network. The position of specific 

people in the network was based upon emotional closeness to these people, not considering the geographical 

distance. The closer people are located to the ‘ego’, the closer and more important this relationship is according to 

the participant. Hence, the visual representation of the adult learner’s social networks gives us information about 

their social capital and inclusion. While conducting the qualitative SNA, the participants were continuously probed 

by questioning the meaning and importance of the relationships in their social network. 

All interviews were transcribed literally and thematically coded using NVivo. Besides this, photographs were taken 

from all network maps. We analysed them not only by looking at the amount of social relationships, but especially 

according to the meaning participants had attributed to them. The results of the thematic coding and the qualitative 

SNA were combined in order to provide insights into the experiences of the participants. 
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Figure 11: Qualitative SNA instrument using concentric circles to map social networks 

 

5. A GLANCE AT THE RESULTS 

5.1 A view on adult newcomer’s social capital: Transnational and positive relationships 

The findings of the qualitative SNA show that the newcomers maintain relationships with family and friends across 

borders. Their social networks consist of the combination of both transnational and local relationships, facilitated 

by digital communication. This reveals the transnational nature of newcomers’ social networks:  

My wife is in Iraq. And I am also in good contact with my brothers and sisters. They still live in Iraq too. I 

have four sisters, with two I have a good relationship. I use Viber to talk to them. [R12] 

Next, it seems that most respondents have built positive and supportive relationships with their peers in the centre 

for ABE. However, respondents indicate that sharing a common native language is a prerequisite to develop a 

close relationship. Once a close tie has formed, peers offer each other help with homework, taking care of the 

children, finding a job or a new place to stay. Some participants even consider people they got to know in school 

as true friends or family: 

She is a bit older, she is like a big sister to me. She is also Turkish, so we can communicate well. That is why 

I feel really close to her. Sometimes we see each other outside of school, we talk to each other about daily 

issues and help each other. [R25] 

We often talk about housing, renting a place, and employment of course, and also about integration and the 

integration services. Also about getting a driver’s license. Regarding housing for example, if someone 

succeeded to get social housing, we ask him: how did you do that? Which procedure? Or if someone is 

looking for an apartment, and I am walking down the street and I see advertisements for an apartment, I 

take a picture of it and show it to this person. This is how we help each other. [R30] 
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In school, I do not have close friends, because most of the people in my class are talking Arabic. I am not 

Arabic, so I do not understand them. We just say hello and goodbye. There is another girl from my country, 

she is a friend, but we are not in the same class. [R20] 

Our analysis also reveals that access to a ‘key figure’ who is proficient in the language of the host country is 

important. This key figure makes available access to services, gives emotional support and aids to undertake social 

activities:  

When we have a problem with things related to Belgium, we go to Ahmed’s house because he lives here for 

a long time and can help. Because he knows the systems and such. [R26] 

Patricia for example, she encouraged me to leave Brussels so I could integrate better and learn the language 

better. Because she writes and speaks Dutch very, very, very well. She grew up here and speaks Dutch so 

well. She truly encourages me. [R1] 

5.2 Social inclusion and language acquisition  

From the analyses, it emerges that participants’ social participation is constrained due to their educational 

participation. Throughout the interviews, newcomers report examples of participation in social activities: they visit 

family or friends in the weekend or go shopping for groceries. Some of the participants describe the impact of 

their extensive engagement in the L2-course on their social lives:  

I come to school to learn, and after school I do my homework. It’s just leaving home to go to school and 

going back home after class. Sometimes I go out into the city, that’s it. During the weekend I take care of 

household chores or go to the market to buy groceries. [R6] 

Most respondents also indicate that their lack of understanding and speaking the language limits their social 

activities. However, following the L2-course has equipped them with improved language skills. As a consequence, 

they are able to do more things by themselves: 

My Dutch has improved so much, before I could not speak it at all, I understood nothing. Now, I can go 

buy groceries by myself, I can communicate with the vendors, I can communicate with people, I can voice 

my opinion. [R6] 

Some adults would like to increase their social participation. They ask to be involved in voluntary work in order to 

get to know new people and to practice language skills: 

We do not have a lot of contact with Belgians, that is why I would ask the school to organize some voluntary 

work for us. It is not necessary to get paid for it, that is not my intention, but one or three hours a week 

would be so good to practice the language. Moreover, we can mean something as a volunteer, that is a 

positive experience. [R30] 

Regarding social connectedness, most respondents acknowledge the importance of acquiring the language of the 

host country. As long as they cannot express themselves properly, they feel poorly connected to society because 

they lack the language skills to engage in social interaction independently. In other words, acquiring the language 

of the host society has a liberating and empowering function. Respondent 26 says:  
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I feel more citizen this way because I am able to speak the language better now. It helps me to do anything 

alone, there is a huge difference since I started the course. I feel more free to go outside alone. 

5.3 Contribution of technology integration in the L2-course 

The majority of respondents acknowledge that they did not have plenty of ‘computer experience’ before they 

started the course. They value the integration of technology in the L2-course because it was a means of reducing 

their computer anxiety. In addition, the participants identify several specific skills they learned, such as searching 

information on the Internet or writing up their resume: 

I did not have a lot of experience working with a computer, but in the future that will improve, I am sure. 

One of the most important things is that I broke free of my fear, I am not afraid anymore of the computer. 

I can search basic information now, for example the weather or contact details of the general practitioner. 

[R30] 

On the other hand, some respondents say that they already knew how to operate a computer or use the Internet 

– in their mother tongue. For them, the main challenge is to perform those skills in a foreign language. Moreover, 

some mention that they use the Internet and digital communication more often on their smartphone or tablet, in 

comparison with a computer.  

Additionally, by means of the interviews and observations, we witnessed a remarkable evolution in the behaviour 

and mind-set of a 63-year-old woman [R19]. At first, she was hesitant to working with a computer, did not have 

the basic operational skills to use the Internet and relied heavily on the support of her instructor and peers during 

the computer hours in the L2-course. At the end of the year, she thrived well during the use of the computer and 

even proudly announced during the interview that she would buy a laptop herself, so she could continue practicing 

her language and computer skills at home.  

5.4 Summary of the results 

How do low-educated non-native speaking adult learners give shape to their social capital and social inclusion? 

The results of the qualitative SNA revealed that adult newcomers sustain local and transnational relationships in 

their social network. This means that they have relationships with family and friends in both the home and host 

country. In specific, digital communication tools enable them to stay in touch with close ties all over the world. 

On a local level, most respondents could count on a key figure. A key figure is someone in their network who has 

been in the host country for a considerable amount of time and who is proficient in the regional language. The 

importance of the key figure lays in the fact that s/he is able to enlarge adult newcomer’s bridging social capital, 

i.e. information or resources that are not directly accessible in their own surroundings. Therefore, they can rely on 

various people in their network to give them support or access to information. In other words, their bonding and 

bridging social capital not only originates from local, but also from transnational relationships. 
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The social inclusion of the participating newcomers is constrained due to their educational participation and their 

lack of language skills. The respondents do not engage extensively in social activities nor feel closely connected to 

the society because of two reasons. First of all, they engage a lot of time and effort in their language education, 

leaving limited leisure time. Besides, their rather low levels of language proficiency inhibit them from engagement 

in activities in which Dutch is the official language. Lack of social participation might also cause limited feelings 

of social connectedness. This indicates that language acquisition is a basic foundation of the integration process 

(e.g. Ager & Strang, 2008).  

What is the contribution of the formal second-language courses for their social capital and social inclusion? 

We can derive from the interviews that participation in L2-courses is perceived as valuable because it enhances 

respondent’s language skills. In turn, improved language proficiency might increase their social participation and 

social connectedness. In other words, adult newcomers are able to do more activities by themselves and feel more 

related to society due to developing their language skills. This finding demonstrates the interplay between human 

capital and social outcomes of learning (Schuller et al., 2004). Our results identify the necessity to develop more 

human capital (i.e. language skills) first, in order to promote enhanced self-esteem, social inclusion or social capital. 

It is through acquiring better language skills, that newcomers feel more confident to engage in social activities and 

experience social connectedness. Hence, our results confirm the reciprocal relationship between human, social and 

identity capital. 

Furthermore, participation in the L2-course also seems to be a source of social capital. Adults build new 

relationships with peers and their teachers during their participation. However, sharing a common language is a 

prerequisite in order to develop a close relationship according to the respondents. Building such close ties entails 

social capital benefits for the adult learners. In other words, they create access to new support sources and enlarge 

their network. On the other hand, those kinds of relationships could yield disadvantages for the class group as a 

whole. Adults who do not share a mutual language with their peers could feel excluded. As a result, the sense of 

community among peers could be negatively influenced and social capital might decrease.  

Which role does technology integration in the L2-course play in the processes of social capital development and social inclusion? 

It was very hard for the adults to reflect upon the specific contribution of technology integration. The role of 

technology in the L2-course is not straightforward nor similar for all participants. Depending on their ‘premigration 

technology capital’, they benefit more or less from the technology integration. Adults who did not have digital 

competences when they started the course reported less computer anxiety and improved Internet skills. For 

newcomers with sufficient digital competences, it was merely a matter of performing computer assignments in a 

new language. However, it seems that some small things, like learning how to make appointments in Dutch or 

search for opening hours of shops and services, might have a positive influence on their social integration. Hence, 

it seems that the integration of language learning and acquiring digital competences could be a powerful tool for 

low-educated non-native speaking newcomers in a society.  
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6. PRACTICAL RECOMMENDATIONS 

In order to improve language learning and social inclusion processes, four general recommendations and four 

suggestions regarding technology integration were made. The general recommendations that are suggested are to 

(1) include structural possibilities for volunteering throughout the L2-courses, (2) organize informal extracurricular 

activities outside of the school to connect to the community, (3) facilitate interaction between all adult learners in 

a class group, irrespective of their native language (i.e. community-building), and (4) monitor the balance between 

the time investment in the course and the family situation. Technology-related suggestions include (1) building 

upon the existing digital communication competences of the adult learners, (2) making use of well-known digital 

communication tools (e.g. Facebook, Whatsapp) to enable (in)formal interaction and learning between all learners, 

(3) deciding about the specific devices (computer/tablet/smartphone) based upon the needs and preferences of 

the adults, and (4) paying attention to searching and evaluation information online in a safe manner.  

7. GENERAL OUTLOOK 

This case-study highlighted the strengths and potential pitfalls of second-language learning in formal adult 

education and technology integration in these courses. It seems that the centres of ABE serve as a meaningful 

social environment in which social relationships might develop, besides acquiring language or digital competences. 

In the future, the affordances of digital technologies will bring even more possibilities to integrate technology 

depending on the competences and needs of low-educated second-language learners. Consequently, it is suggested 

to conduct action-based or design-based research building upon the findings and recommendations of this case-

study.  
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Appendix B: Items and factor loadings (CFA) of learning support variables 

Items Informational 

support (α=.84) 

Process guidance 

(α=.89) 

Transfer support 

(α=.79) 

Peer support 

(α=.77) 

Technical 

support (α=.85) 

The course goals or objectives were clearly outlined .709     

I knew what I was expected to accomplish each week. .731     

The instructor provided clear instructions for 

assignments and quizzes. 

.798     

The course provided resources relevant to this course. .697     

The feedback on the assignments was helpful. .671     

I felt that I could ask any questions regarding the course 

materials to the instructor. 

 .831    

There were appropriate ways of communicating with the 

instructor. 

 .846    

I felt that the instructor was easily accessible.  .867    

The instructor encouraged me to be successful in this 

course. 

 .670    

The instructor responded to my questions in a timely 

manner. 

 .805    

I enjoyed the group discussions.    .685  

There were many opportunities to interact with peers.    .824  

I felt that I was respected by other students.    .523  

Students in this course were willing to provide help to 

other students. 

   .586  

I knew where to ask for help when I had any technical 

issues. 

    .644 

Technical support responded to my issues in a timely 

manner. 

    .943 

I felt that I could get technical support when I needed.     .875 

During the course, my teacher assisted me with study 

planning to fit in with my day to day living. 

  .667   

During the course, my teacher gave me the practical 

assistance I needed to successfully complete the course. 

  .712   

I discussed with the teacher how to use my skills and 

knowledge in my day to day living. 

  .561   

I discussed with the teacher the opportunities and 

difficulties of using my new skills and knowledge. 

  .573   
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Appendix C: Items of the dependent variables social inclusion and social capital 

 

1. Social participation (De Greef et al., 2010) 

Since I have started to follow this course, I feel like the following social activities have … 

1: decreased significantly, 2: decreased, 3: neither decreased, nor increased, 4: increased, 5: increased significantly 

 Visiting family and relatives 

 Visiting friends and acquaintances 

 Taking part in local activities and events in my neighborhood 

 Taking part in artistic activities with others (making music, performing, dancing, …) 

 Taking part in cultural activities (going to the theatre, movies, museums, …) 

 Taking part in sportive activities with others 

 Organizing activities in my neighborhood or for an association I am involved in 

 Spending time with others, for example in a pub or restaurant 

2. Social connectedness (Lee, Draper, & Lee, 2001; Grieve, Indian, Witteveen, Tolan, & Marrington, 2013) 

By following this course, … (1: completely disagree – 5: completely agree) 

 I feel comfortable in the presence of strangers   

 I am in tune with the world 

 I fit in well in new situations 

 I feel close to people 

 I see people as friendly and approachable 

 I feel understood by the people I know 

 I am able to relate to my peers 

 I am able to connect with other people 

3. Bonding social capital (Williams, 2006) 

By following this course, … (1: completely disagree – 5: completely agree) 

 There are several people I trust to help solve my problems. 

 There is someone I can turn to for advice about making very important decisions. 

 There is someone that I feel comfortable talking to about intimate personal problems. 

 There are several people I can talk to, when I feel lonely. 

 I know someone I can turn to, if I needed financial support. 

 There are several people who would put their reputation on the line for me. 

 There are several people who would be good job references for me. 

 I know people well enough to get them to do anything important. 

 There are several people who would help me fight an injustice. 

4. Bridging social capital (Williams, 2006) 

By following this course, … (1: completely disagree – 5: completely agree) 

 I am interested in things that happen outside of my town. 

 I want to try new things. 

 I am interested in what people unlike me are thinking. 

 I am curious about other places in the world. 

 I feel like part of a larger community. 

 I am willing to spend time to support general community activities. 

 I have new people to talk to. 

 


