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Abstract
Universities globally are aspiring to grow through investing in the delivery of online learning programmes. However, the
attrition rate for online learning is high. It has been noted that those students with a sense of belonging to their course
experience increased enjoyment and reduced anxiety and are therefore less likely to withdraw. Yet too often programme
design guidance to support a sense of belonging for student communities focuses on localised, full-time and young students
rather than older, globally dispersed, time-starved students such as those in the online entrepreneurship programme that is
the subject of this paper. The authors explore how a sense of belonging in entrepreneurship students can be supported
effectively in a virtual learning space throughout their online degree studies. The research presented adopts an interpretivist
perspective and includes interviews with eight students studying a 1-year top-up degree in a UK higher education institution.
The teaching and support staff interviewed were based solely in the UK. The data collected were examined using thematic
analysis. The paper contributes to the debate about what a sense of belonging means in a virtual space for entrepreneurship
students and identifies how such students can feel connected and supported to finish their course.
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Before 2020 many higher education institutions were look-

ing to launch and grow online programmes to support sus-

tainable growth of their educational offering (Garrison,

2017). This imperative has only increased since the onset

of the coronavirus pandemic. However, despite the world-

wide growth in online programmes, the attrition rate for

online learning has remained high (Boton and Gregory,

2015). Thomas et al. (2014) noted that those students with

a sense of belonging to their course experienced increased

enjoyment and reduced anxiety and were less likely to with-

draw from their course. However, too often programme

design guidance on supporting a sense of belonging in stu-

dent communities has focused on localised, full-time and

young students (Siivonen et al., 2019), rather than the older,

geographically dispersed, time-starved students in our online

entrepreneurship programme. There is also diversity in

expectations and needs at different stages in an online stu-

dent’s academic journey, and this requires closer scrutiny

than is currently provided in the literature if we are to

achieve our collective aspiration, as entrepreneurship educa-

tors, to support the growth of globally connected innovative

communities that are ultimately self-sustaining beyond

graduation.

We have written previously about our campus-based

1-year enterprise top-up degree and its role in widening

access to those who can benefit from higher education

while aiming to ‘deliver high-quality and leading-edge

learner-centred approaches to learning, teaching and

assessment and learner support’ (Brodie et al., 2009:

234). More than a decade later, this course is still running

successfully. Moreover, given its appeal to a variety of

types of student, it has now been extended to offer an online

version that is delivered globally. This development, how-

ever, required changes to the pedagogy and a different set

of skills on the part of those supporting the students (Moore

et al., 2011). This paper adds to the debate about the role of

belonging by discussing the research findings of a project

that explored how students participating in the online ver-

sion of the programme were perceiving their learning

experiences and how tutors and support staff were actively

Corresponding author:

Jacqueline Brodie, The Business School, Edinburgh Napier University,

Edinburgh EH14 1DJ, UK.

Email: j.brodie@napier.ac.uk

Industry and Higher Education
2021, Vol. 35(4) 353–359

ª The Author(s) 2021

Article reuse guidelines:
sagepub.com/journals-permissions
DOI: 10.1177/0950422221999264

journals.sagepub.com/home/ihe

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5404-7520
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5404-7520
mailto:j.brodie@napier.ac.uk
https://sagepub.com/journals-permissions
https://doi.org/10.1177/0950422221999264
http://journals.sagepub.com/home/ihe
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F0950422221999264&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-03-10


supporting their sense of belonging. We conclude by con-

sidering opportunities to enhance that sense of belonging

for such a diverse cohort of entrepreneurship students.

Developing a sense of belonging
in online spaces

A ‘sense of belonging’ in this context can be taken to refer

to a student’s sense that they are connected to their studies

and that their presence and involvement matters to their

peers and educators (cf. Peacock et al., 2019). Previous

research has told us that, if we do not seek to foster a sense

of belonging, students may see themselves as ‘other’ or as

disenfranchised (Read et al., 2003). Furthermore, it has

been noted that non-traditional students often have ‘less con-

fidence in the personal and career relevance of higher educa-

tion’ and have been found to ‘experience alienation from

the cultures of universities’ (James et al., 2008: 3). This

alienation and dissatisfaction can be intensified if students are

not campus-based (Exter et al., 2009). Supporting a sense of

belonging appears, therefore, to be critically important in

ensuring that online students persist and succeed at university

(Thomas et al., 2014). However, recognition of the impor-

tance of this support raises the challenge of how to do it

successfully.

Two means of achieving this have been identified in the

literature – exploring real-life case studies with students,

and work-related learning (Araújo et al., 2015). Learning

through these methods demands commitment and belong-

ing. The use of case studies and work-related learning are

key components of the 1-year top-up degree which is the

subject of this paper, so it would be expected that they

would be highlighted by learners in our research. Addition-

ally, the literature identifies informal peer learning and

active learning environments as means to foster belonging

(Meeuwisse et al., 2010). As Tinto notes, ‘Students who are

actively involved in learning, that is, who spend more time

on task, especially with others, are more likely to learn, and

in turn, more likely to stay’. (Tinto, 2006: 3).

To support transitions in student learning, other key

areas flagged in the literature are personal development

planning, which makes up part of our work-based learning

experience, designing assessments to span across a pro-

gramme, such as in our work-based learning module, and

allowing students to apply their feedback in one area to

other areas – which is supported by the programme due

to the integrated nature of the learning across different

modules.

Another area suggested in the literature is the modelling

of professional identity by academics through the use of

professional language, the types of sources they cite and

their attitudes to students. Furthermore, Garrison (2017)

stressed the importance of student belonging in online com-

munities of inquiry, where the role of the tutor in fostering a

sense of belonging is indisputable but poses many chal-

lenges (Thomas et al., 2014).

Reflecting on the literature, then, two key questions

arise: first, who are the actors involved in supporting a

sense of belonging and how could it be better supported;

and, second, what tools are the best to facilitate the pro-

cess? These questions will be investigated in the case of an

Enterprise Top-Up degree, as discussed below.

Background to the enterprise
top-up degree

Despite the success of the 1-year online top-up programme,

the teaching team wanted to explore how a sense of belong-

ing was being actively fostered and whether more could be

done in that regard. The online version of the top-up degree

is an innovative programme that offers progression beyond

SVQ level 4 or equivalent, to obtain a degree qualification.1

People who study on this programme are normally mature

students in full-time employment, many based overseas in

locations including the USA and the Caribbean. Therefore,

the programme team has sought to create a delivery mode

that is appropriate to the needs of this diverse student body

and inculcates entrepreneurship and innovation throughout

the programme (Thompson and Randall, 2001).

This programme offers a part-time flexible mode of

delivery that enables students to complete their degree-

level study in 1 year, building on their previous study expe-

rience or work-based learning. Students can commence

their studies at any of the three trimesters in the academic

year and can begin on any module in the programme. The

ability to offer more than one starting point for this top-up

degree has been well received by both students and

employers – although the programme team recognises the

challenges this flexibility presents in terms of supporting a

sense of belonging for students, especially within different

cohorts, as they move through the programme.

The founding principle of the degree is to provide a

university-based education emphasising enterprising and

entrepreneurial approaches. The rationale behind the cho-

sen modules is to achieve a focus on creativity, innovation,

planning, and implementing and managing processes in

organisations in an enterprising way. This combination

enables students to develop management skills and to apply

learning in a hands-on way through flexible assessments.

The ability to ‘cross-fertilise’ ideas between subject areas is

reinforced through the year-long work-based learning

module.

The overall aim of the programme is to produce gradu-

ates who are capable of meeting a range of business and

organisational needs – an ability they will have attained by

learning through enterprise, a concept closely linked to

enterprise education pedagogy as highlighted by Jones and

Iredale (2010). By completion of the programme, students

should be able to: (1) apply theoretical and practical
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approaches to the development of businesses and organisa-

tions; (2) innovate and develop creative solutions to busi-

ness/organisational issues; and (3) develop a portfolio of

knowledge, skills and approaches appropriate to personal

and business needs.

In designing the online programme several key issues

were taken into account: ensuring an in-built flexibility

(e.g. multiple start-points throughout the year, allowing the

students to work at a pace that suits their own needs);

wherever possible, offering a practical, hands-on

approach; and continuing professional development (with

students enhancing their personal approach to business in

their work-based learning module).

These learning approaches used in the programme

design relate closely to the programme structure, which is

currently built around four separate entrepreneurship-

focused modules, comprising the 120 credits needed to

complete the degree (see Table 1).

Delivery of the modules is done in a highly flexible way

over the course of a calendar year, and the assessment

process is in line with this flexibility. Students’ complete

project work, action research, portfolio building and

reflective logs. In most instances, assessment takes into

account application in the workplace or research focused

on real-world problems. To support the students in creat-

ing connections with tutors and peers, monthly informal

conversations with their programme leader are available,

module tutors are available on a weekly basis to talk to

them in online virtual spaces, and discussion boards are

used throughout their studies to facilitate knowledge

exchange and support. Informal peer support (‘study

buddy’) also takes place and is encouraged by module

teams. However, the students appear to prefer their own

WhatsApp study groups instead.

Methodology

This study adopts an interpretivist perspective (Silverman,

1998) with qualitative data gathered through semi-

structured interviews, using open questions that elicited

rich data from both students and other stakeholders (tutors

on the programme and student support administrators). The

semi-structured interviews offered guidance to the inter-

viewer but also allowed the flexibility to change the course

of the interview (Wilson, 2012). Selecting different types

of respondents permitted a better understanding of the key

actors’ involvement and the assessment of tools facilitating

the development of a sense of belonging from both the staff

and student perspectives. The questions asked were tailored

to the type of respondent, recognising different roles in

programme delivery. The main themes focused on effective

curriculum design and the design of learning spaces in the

entrepreneurial classroom, and engagement in supporting

online students’ sense of belonging and the key relation-

ships established during a student’s journey.

The sample comprised 8 students from a year class of

42 in 2018/2019 who were self-selecting alongside two

support staff and two tutors. The students interviewed

(5 females, 3 male) were at different stages of their degree

studies and were based in the UK or overseas. The two

teaching and two support staff interviewed (3 female, 1

male) were based solely in the UK. The data were collected

in person (for the teaching and support staff) and online via

skype or telephone (for the students). A researcher who was

not teaching the students undertook the data collection.

All interviews were recorded and later transcribed. The

data collected were analysed using thematic analysis

(Braun and Clarke, 2006) to identify key themes for further

discussion. The thematic analysis process required the

development of preliminary codes to highlight patterns in

the data. The codes generated were sorted into potential

themes and all data relevant to each potential theme were

collated. Then the data were systematically reviewed to

ensure that the emergent themes were appropriate. Partici-

pants were anonymised to ensure confidentiality and were

given a relevant participant number. Ethical approval was

obtained from the School’s Ethics Committee. The ethical

considerations for this study centred predominantly on

issues of confidentiality and informed consent.

Findings

Three key themes emerged through the thematic analysis of

the student interviews that can be used to help us think

about effective curriculum design and the design of learn-

ing spaces in the entrepreneurial classroom. The first of

these was the importance of making connections with the

programme’s academics and their support team. The data

analysis highlighted that the students often felt more

bonded with their online educators and support team than

they did with their online peers, and that they relied on

these individuals at specific times – such as when they were

joining the course and when they were undertaking assess-

ments. They particularly highlighted the tutor’s availability

and their own personal interactions with the instructors as

beneficial:

Table 1. Indicative module delivery schedule.

Induction

Trimester 1 Creativity, Innovation
and Enterprise

Trimester 2 Business Processes
Trimester 3 Business Growth

Issues
Undertaken at the same time as the

above modules over three trimesters
Work Based Learning

(60 credits)

Note: Students will normally complete the programme in one calendar
year.
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I did reach out to the Programme Leader [Name] . . . really

good . . . I keep on asking silly questions . . . I just

thought . . . I’m the only one just asking you? (Student 3)

Where students felt that interaction with a tutor had not

supported them enough, they had begun to reach out

beyond the course and find themselves mentors in their

own workplaces. Interestingly, there was much discussion

about the relationship students had with the module leader

of the workplace learning module spanning their three

semesters, and how this individual had been a closer con-

nection for them than their own programme leader, even

though the programme leader had organised regular ses-

sions for them to highlight programme issues. Few students

attended these sessions because they either failed to see the

value of such meetings for their own learning or were

unable to identify any issues with the programme worth

discussing at the meetings.

A second key theme that surfaced in the thematic anal-

ysis was the importance of peer interactions. Although

these interactions could lead to stress when bonds were

formed and then one student disappeared, in most cases

bonds were sustained throughout the course. As noted by

Student 3:

. . . just talking on the discussion board, but it was like talking

to someone close to you because we got . . . , we both got kind

of close because we tried . . . , like the questions . . . , she would

just have some questions, or she would just be answering. So,

it was quite encouraging as well.

Students explicitly stated that they often preferred to

bond informally and formally with students in the same

time zone as they were, perhaps, comforted by the cultural

proximity:

Oh, definitely, I connected with persons from my own coun-

try . . . You know, we chat to each other and everything. We

have each other’s cell phone number. I hope that once we’re

finished and we’re able to graduate, that we’ll be able to meet

up, you know? (Student 4)

The above quotation highlights time zones as being a

hindrance when trying to encourage students to support

each other at the same stage of their studies. Despite being

in different cohorts, geographical closeness overcame any

other issues that could have arisen with students at different

stages. Students were also keen to highlight that using

informal tools like WhatsApp supported their learning and

understanding in the online space.

A third key theme was that a sense of belonging was not

always valued by the students. There is also confirmation,

in the research findings, that some strategic learners

actively choose to limit (or opt out of completely) the

development of a sense of belonging when studying in the

online classroom. Some students were quite comfortable

getting on and doing it themselves (perhaps due to age,

human capital and expectations of the online environment):

. . . But, you know, the process is really good, especially if

you’re a young student who has never been to university. I

mean, I’m 46 [laughs], I’ve been around the block, and, yeah,

I’ve been to 5 different universities now. So, I kind of know the

process. (Student 1)

Such students felt that they could rely on themselves to

achieve their learning goals and that reaching out for con-

nections in their own workplace and securing themselves

work-based mentors were more effective ways to navigate

the course than spending time on the peer support discus-

sion boards.

I . . . feel supported from work . . . I mean, my direct line boss,

he’s about 25 years younger than me, so I bypassed him and

went to his boss, and so he knows that I’m doing this pro-

gramme, and I spoke to one of the Directors of the company

and he’s my mentor. (Student 1)

Discussion boards, though traditionally used to create a

sense of community (Lave and Wenger, 1991; Wenger,

1998), could also be viewed by students as reinforcing a

sense of isolation if messages remained unanswered by

peers. Another widely used communication tool, generic

student email lists for student invitations/interventions

(Dawson, 2006), made some distant learners feel discon-

nected or even overlooked by the university when the infor-

mation was not relevant to them. Finally, awareness of

social participation opportunities (student events) on cam-

pus appeared to create a sense of being ‘different’ in online

students and this finding highlights the need for a more

thoughtful management of communication in relation to

distance learners.

Supporting non-traditional students’ sense
of belonging: Staff reflections and
recommendations

In this section, we outline lessons learned by the teaching

staff and support staff from their engagement in the support

of online students on the programme and highlight the

significant issues identified. From this information, we note

opportunities for further refinement of the degree pro-

gramme to further support the learning of these students.

One aspect noted by the teaching and support staff was

the lack of non-academic activities on the programme.

Both tutors highlighted the need for at least one assignment

during the students’ induction that would require them to

work together in a fun, non-academic activity. This, they

believed, would help break down some of the barriers

between students in different locations, and their
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recommendation supports the importance of social engage-

ment (Redmond et al., 2018) in an online context. To bond

the students throughout the course the work-based learning

(WBL) tutor also advocated brief but frequent interactions

with students, enabling a deeper connection with the pro-

gramme over the year:

I put a posting in the Moodle common room once a week. That

gives people a sense of connection. I post a reading with a

commentary every week, 45 readings associated with

the . . . module topics.

Similarly the WBL tutor noted:

I give them a lot of formative feedback on the work that they

do . . . I am giving them personalised feedback once a month

and telling them where they are with the course.

The tutors also noted the importance of giving control to

the students concerning how they contacted them in the

online environment. Having multiple contact points gave

different types of learners different opportunities to connect

(for example, email or joining weekly synchronous help

sessions).

Both academics also identified the important role they

played in acting as the focal point of the students’ learning

experiences and in modelling the professional values they

wanted students to demonstrate in the workplace (thus

reflecting the literature on personal identities and belong-

ing). This point relates to the importance of the tutoring

presence in promoting a sense of belonging (Peacock and

Cowan, 2019). The academics noted, however, that a sense

of belonging was valuable but was not always needed by

certain types of students on the programme – again recog-

nising the different strategic learning styles of the students

(Liu, 2007).

Among the other areas that academic staff identified as

in need of strengthening was peer mentoring – this is cur-

rently informal, but it was felt that it should be more for-

malised. One tutor noted that this could be linked to

strengthening the programme’s ties with alumni: they could

be asked on graduating, ‘Would you like to put something

back? To be a mentor on the programme for the first three

months or whatever?’

Both tutors confirmed the challenges of listening to the

diverse voices on the programme and the work-based learn-

ing tutor recognised that students at different stages needed

different support as they progressed through their studies.

At the outset, there was a need for substantial scaffolding of

concepts and ‘guidance on how to learn’, while towards the

end of the programme the focus was on ‘time management’

and ‘referencing practices’.

The support staff highlighted key areas with regard to

instilling a sense of belonging. For example, some students

expected that all the support services provided on campus

would also be available to them but in some instances this

was not the case; for example, students with IT problems

were often asked to come to the campus for the support they

needed when the online programmes started and this often

led to frustration. While some students had clear expecta-

tions of what it would be like to be an online student, the

support staff also noted that ‘a lot of students just don’t

know what to expect’ and ‘need us to help them through

those initial stages’. The support staff were investigating

how to ensure that students had access to their induction

site prior to joining the programme. This, they believed,

would prevent them from feeling overwhelmed by the

sheer volume of communications at the programme start.

The support staff also felt that more needed to be done at

the programme level (rather than at module level) to ensure

a deeper sense of belonging. They were exploring the intro-

duction of a newsletter to inform students about updates to

their programme, and a map application on their pro-

gramme page so that they could share their location with

fellow students. The support staff did note that there were

already many places available for students to bond on the

Enterprise Programme, such as the myriad of chat forums

available and the virtual programme sessions but, without a

Programme Leader who was viewed by the students as a

‘strong presence’ (i.e. highly visible), it was felt that stu-

dents might not take up those opportunities. The support

staff reflected that, when the programme was small, there

had been a real sense of community and belonging because

the students’ only point of contact was one support person

but, as the programme had grown and support had

expanded, students were interacting with a range of support

staff every time they contacted the support team. Finally,

they also acknowledged, as did the tutors, that some stu-

dents did not want a sense of belonging and were just

interested in getting their qualification.

Discussion

Based on the interviews with participants, it seems that

there is a difference of opinion concerning who plays a key

role in creating belonging. However, all participants

seemed to agree on the prerequisites and underlying con-

ditions. Both staff and students highlighted the need for

social engagement in the online space to create a sense of

belonging in an online context (Redmond et al., 2018)

based on a student’s preferences and taking into account

the student’s individual approach to online education and

level of maturity. Building a community in the online class-

room is a vital aspect of online course design, so that there

is a sense of belonging at times of stress and transition

(Strayhorn, 2018). It is interesting, that online students still

prefer ‘to belong’ in a spatial context, as is evidenced by the

preferences for interacting within time zones.

Both staff and students also recognised the importance

of the tutoring presence: it seems that designing an online
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course intentionally to build connections between students

and with the instructor provides a sense of belonging (Pea-

cock et al., 2019) and combats the sense of isolation that is

inherent in distance learning (Kwon, 2010). Nevertheless,

this bonding may take time to develop, due to the nature of

the cohort, and hence the time spent with academics in this

context is worth further research. There is, besides, diver-

sity in expectations and needs at different stages in an

online student’s academic journey (Araujo et al., 2014;

Hughes, 2007), which merits closer scrutiny than is cur-

rently provided in the literature, especially since individual

needs for a sense of belonging may vary as a result (Pea-

cock et al., 2019).

With regard to online tools, widely used automated mes-

sages either in the form of generic emails and university

news seem to work against a sense of belonging among

online students, making them, rather, feel disenfranchised

(Read et al., 2003). This supports the argument that aliena-

tion and dissatisfaction can be intensified through a generic

approach to communication if students are not campus-

based (Exter et al., 2009). On the other hand, the introduc-

tion of student interaction in a non-academic context, more

formalised peer mentoring and greater freedom in how

students interact with academics may strengthen the sense

of belonging.

Due to the exponential growth of the programme, which

may lead to more issues arising from the scale and the

different entry points in the year for cohorts on the pro-

gramme, we intend to continue our research by interacting

with current students on the programme to identify any

additional areas that may need to be addressed in our efforts

to engender a sense of belonging.

Conclusion

This paper aims to provide insight into how a sense of

belonging can be supported in online virtual spaces with

non-traditional entrepreneurship students. Our inquiry has

sought to offer entrepreneurship educators new ideas on

curriculum development, allowing students to remain in

the workplace in highly-skilled jobs and yet still further

their own enterprise learning to degree level with a sense

of belonging to the online community. The study contri-

butes to knowledge by providing further qualitative evi-

dence of the key factors that affect the sense of belonging

in a virtual space for entrepreneurship students and of the

key touchpoints and connections that really matter to these

learners when they are not based on campus. Finally, the

work highlights the challenge of capturing the voices of

online and distance learners to support curriculum devel-

opment, and raises key questions about communication and

engendering a sense of engagement at a distance in virtual

spaces.

Limitations and future research

This study has certain limitations. First, we did not include

longitudinal data since the goal of the research was a small-

scale snapshot. Future studies could use longitudinal data to

investigate the growth of a sense of community in greater

detail, even if just to capture the year of study for the

students or collect data from further cohorts. Second, the

field of study should be expanded to a larger sample of

participants and encompass students from a variety of dif-

ferent institutions.

Third, future studies in this field would do well to con-

sider other participants – for example, instructors or stu-

dents in different degree subjects guided by the

entrepreneurial enterprise education pedagogy (this study

focuses only on business students on a 1-year top-up

degree.

Fourth, it would be interesting for future studies to

explore further the use of academic tools provided by insti-

tutions as opposed to tools, such as WhatsApp, that stu-

dents have adopted outside the traditional walled garden of

learning management systems. Future research could be

undertaken to improve our understanding of how a combi-

nation of both types of digital tools could be used to effec-

tively support students and their sense of belonging or to

identify which tools students prefer.
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