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Abstract 
At a time when educators in many countries are adopting digital technology in their classrooms, 
whether by choice or mandate, the question of what the experience of online learning is like for 
students remains open and of vital interest. In the present study, adult learners (N = 37) in Russia 
were asked to write an essay about their experience of an online course they had taken as part of 
their graduate studies. Responses were examined by means of thematic analysis. From the 
conceptual framework of self-determination theory, responses were categorized with respect to 
psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Adult learners reported their 
online courses provided the greatest opportunities to satisfy the need for autonomy, with ample 
support for competence as well; however, they struggled in their online courses to find satisfaction 
for the relatedness need. The present study identified those elements of online courses that 
correspond with and facilitate the satisfaction of each of the three basic psychological needs. 

Keywords: basic psychological needs, internal motivation, digital education, qualitative methods, 
online learning, self-determination theory 

 

INTRODUCTION 
Worldwide, educational systems are rapidly 

mastering digital technology. This technology includes a 
wide variety of tools that can increase the accessibility of 
education, expand its audience, and qualitatively 
develop teaching methods. Included are mobile 
technologies, massive open online courses (MOOC), 
synchronous and asynchronous online courses, hybrid 
online and off-line training, hybrid virtual classes for 
connecting local and remote students, and much more 
(Karatas, & Arpaci, 2021; Meda & ElSayary, 2021; Meet, 
& Kala, 2021; Min & Nasir, 2020; Mushtonina, 
Alexandrova, & Levchuk, 2021; Salame & Hanna, 2020; 
Suleri & Suleri, 2019). Interest in how people interact and 
develop in these complex and diverse spaces is steadily 
growing, as recorded in one of the first systematic 
reviews of MOOC research during the 

(Liyanagunawardena, Adams, & Williams, 2013). New 
questions continue to arise. 

Among these, first, is the question of the effectiveness 
of digital education. Some problems that may interfere 
with quality learning have been noted. In this regard, the 
most frequently mentioned and pressing issue of online 
courses is the high dropout rate (Chen & Jang, 2010). 
Other important issues are related to the adoption and 
application of the educational information system 
(Kennedy, 2014) and the level of self-regulation required 
in order effectively to engage in online learning 
(Bayanova et al., 2020; Buhr, Daniels, & Goegan, 2019; de 
Barba, Kennedy, & Ainley, 2016; Irtuganova, 2018; 
Karkina, Mena Marcos, & Valeeva, 2021; Minakhmetova 
et al., 2017; Razumovskaya et al., 2019; Rubio et al., 2020; 
Tugun et al., 2020). Taken together, these issues suggest 
the importance of learners’ motivation in the adoption 
and continuing usage of digital technologies for 
educational purposes. 
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With respect to the new realities of digital education, 
a number of new theories are emerging, some of which 
attempt to address motivational issues. Some of these 
perspectives in part parallel key aspects of self-
determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2017), perhaps the 
leading, empirically based theory of motivation in the 
world today. For example, within the approach known 
as connectivism (e.g., Tschofen & Mackness, 2012) can be 
found learning principles based on autonomy and 
relatedness, two concepts central to SDT’s 
understanding of motivation. In addition, the role of 
intrinsic motivation in course completion has been 
emphasized (Barak, Watted, & Haick, 2016). The utility 
of these constructs has led to the active use of self-
determination theory (SDT) in the study of digital 
education. 

Basic Principles of SDT and its Application in 
Education 

For many years, SDT has been applied in the context 
of traditional education. Numerous studies have 
demonstrated that both intrinsic motivation and 
autonomous types of extrinsic motivation contribute to 
engagement and optimal learning in different 
educational contexts (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). When 
there are opportunities to satisfy basic psychological 
needs for competence, relatedness, and autonomy in the 
classroom (Ryan & Deci, 2017), it promotes more internal 
forms of motivation as well as integration. This in turn 
stimulates deep cognitive processing of the material 
being studied, promotes retention of knowledge, and 
reduces avoidance strategies, all of which lead to an 
increase in academic achievement (Betoret & Artiga, 
2011). Against this backdrop, it is no coincidence that 
SDT has become widely used in problem solving and 
research on digital education. 

The Use of SDT in Digital Education 

As suggested, perhaps the two most pressing issues 
of online courses are related, first, to the effectiveness of 
digital education, and secondly, to the problem of high 
dropout rates. It is known that the network approach, or 
digital learning, involves providing significant 
opportunities to exercise autonomy on the part of 
students, which requires of them a higher level of self-

regulation; for this reason, the role in course completion 
of internal motivation, which reflects the student’s level 
of autonomy, is typically emphasized (Barak, Watted, & 
Haick, 2016). But internal motivation often benefits from 
supports from the environment in order to continue in 
an activity and bring it to completion. Thus, turning to 
SDT, which provides a framework for understanding 
both internal motivation and environmental supports in 
the form of basic psychological needs, seems a natural 
choice in the effort to resolve these issues. Indeed, an 
analysis of digital education research from the 
perspective of SDT over the past 15 years shows, on the 
one hand, the significant contribution of SDT to the 
development of learning through digital technologies, 
and on the other, the development of the theory itself in 
this context (Salikhova, Lynch, & Salikhova, 2020). Here 
we summarize several lines of research and key findings 
relative to online learning. 

Predicting motivation and intention to continue digital 
learning. It has been shown that satisfaction of the three 
basic psychological needs for competence, relatedness, 
and autonomy has a significant positive effect on 
intrinsic motivation, increasing the psychological 
involvement of students in a MOOC (Sun et al., 2019). 

Predicting academic success of students. Intrinsic 
motivation predicts higher grades, as an indicator of 
achievement, a higher interest of students in the content 
of the course, and a higher assessment of the importance 
of the acquired knowledge by them (Jeno, Grytnes, & 
Vandvik, 2017). 

Digital education: Instructors’ needs and motivation. It is 
also important to take into account the needs and 
motivation of teachers. For example, teachers who 
experience satisfaction of their basic psychological 
needs, and who report intrinsic motivation for their 
teaching, are more likely to endorse intentions to 
continue to use a virtual learning environment, or VLE 
(Hew & Cheung, 2014) and e-learning in working with 
students (Sørebø et al., 2009). 

Designing and creating courses based on SDT-derived 
ideas. An SDT-based design framework has proven 
useful in developing MOOCs to enhance internal 
motivation, engagement, and course completion 
(Karkina et al., 2020; Martin, Kelly, & Terry, 2018). Based 
on SDT, on-line courses in engineering and digital 

Contribution to the literature 
• Analysis of studies of educational technologies based on SDT showed that the majority are based on a 

quantitative, positivist approach, whereas our study is based on qualitative methods in the study of digital 
education. 

• Our results show specific technological elements of online courses that support the needs for autonomy, 
competence and relatedness. Knowledge of their role can be used in designing online courses to improve 
their effectiveness. 

• To differentiate and expand SDT's ideas about internal motivation, employed are concepts from the 
cultural-historical theory of L.S. Vygotsky on external tools for maintaining internal motivation. 
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design (Danowitz, 2016) and emergency medicine (De 
Araujo Guerra Grangeia et al., 2016) have been 
developed. SDT has been used for the gamification of 
instruction (Ahn, Johnsen, & Ball, 2019), and also for the 
design of courses and instructional strategies regardless 
of the discipline taught (Bachman & Stewart, 2011). 

In studies of digital education, SDT ideas have been 
successfully combined with other theories and concepts, 
including concepts of identity and proximity (Faye & 
Sharpe, 2008), cognitive assessments and emotions in 
MOOC (Buhr, Daniels, & Goegan, 2019), parameters of 
social interaction (Fang et al., 2019), Unified Theory of 
Technology Acceptance and Use (Pedrotti & Nistor, 
2016), perceived ICT competency and institutional 
innovation orientation (Cincinnato, Zhu, & De Wever, 
2015), theory of planned behavior (TPB) (Zhou, 2016), 
affective events theory (Ke & Zhang, 2010), among 
others. The above studies show that the satisfaction of 
basic psychological needs mediates the relationship of 
many of those key constructs with academic motivation, 
satisfaction with learning and its success. 

Overall, our analysis of the literature found that 
preference has mainly been given to a quantitative, 
positivistic approach, as well as to studies of traditional, 
face-to-face education (e.g., Veletsianos & Shepherdson, 
2016). Research using qualitative methods is rare. 
Among the latter, we identified studies that used a semi-
structured individual interview for the analysis of 
motivation based on SDT (Escobar Fandiño, Muñoz, & 
Silva Velandia, 2019), interviews of 12 adults about their 
motivation to study in a MOOC, perceptions of success 
and learning disabilities (Loizzo et al., 2017), as well as a 
qualitative analysis of student blog project grades 
(Kramer & Kusurkar, 2017). 

Thus far, similar studies, drawing on the conceptual 
framework of SDT and based on qualitative methods, 
have not been conducted in Russia, where online 
learning has only recently begun to develop actively, 
gaining impetus in response to the global COVID-19 
pandemic. 

The advantages of qualitative methods are known 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006; Freebody, 2003). Compared to 
quantitative methods, they make it possible to reflect the 
reality of a phenomenon more comprehensively and to 
create a more holistic image of the phenomenon under 
study. The flexibility of the data analysis procedures 
makes it easier for the researcher to adapt to the material 
and tasks of the study, and most importantly, to be 
sensitive to the experience of respondents, to study 
phenomena in their relationships and patterns in the 
form in which they are represented to the person. In this 
way, they make it possible to hear the “voice” of a person 
outside and beyond theoretical concepts (Boukhanov et 
al., 2019; Khairullina, Tuchkova, & Krylatyh, 2021; 
Levina et al., 2019; Orekhovskaya et al., 2019). Using 
qualitative analysis is especially important when 

investigating a new phenomenon, and, in the present 
case, is expected to help to identify those components 
that should be paid attention to in digital education 
technologies (Salikhova, Lynch, & Salikhova, 2020). The 
effectiveness of qualitative methods within the 
framework of SDT has also been demonstrated (Lynch, 
Salikhova, & Eremeeva, 2020). 

The goal of the present study is to identify the 
components in digital education technologies that are 
necessary to meet leaners’ basic psychological needs and 
to support their internal motivation for learning through 
the online format, by analyzing descriptions by students 
of their educational experience in online courses. 

METHODS 

Data Collection Method 

We invited students who had experience of online 
education to write an essay and describe this experience 
in those aspects that they recalled and which they 
wished to describe. The main criterion for choosing an 
online course for description was having completed the 
course. If a student had completed several such courses, 
we asked them to choose the one they considered to be 
the best, regardless of the content of the course. Essays 
were written in the classroom during class time. 
Although time was not limited, all essays were written 
within one hour. Students themselves chose to write an 
essay on this topic; alternative tasks were offered, if they 
preferred. Thus, all participants were volunteers. The 
study received prior IRB approval of the first author’s 
institution. 

We did not pose or ask any questions that would 
direct or shape students toward specific content. On the 
contrary, we considered it valuable to analyze the 
content of students’ spontaneous memories of learning 
in online courses. 

Description of Participants 

The participants were 37 students of Kazan Federal 
University (Kazan, Russia), of which 9 studied in the 2nd 
year of a master’s degree program (2 men, 7 women; 
average age: 32 years), and 28 studied in the 2nd year of 
their undergraduate program in Psychology (4 men, 24 
women; average age: 19.5 years). 

All participants had experience in on-line learning. 
They were not familiar with SDT. Material was collected 
in December, 2019, before the forced transition of 
education to the on-line mode in response to the COVID-
19 pandemic in the Spring of 2020. 

Description of Online Courses 

The programs of the online courses that the students 
described in their essays were of different directions and 
durations: courses in biology, mathematics and Russian 
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language, in preparation for the Unified State Exam 
(which is taken by all high school graduates in Russia; 
described by 15 of 28 undergraduate students in the 
present study); psychology survey courses (described by 
8 of 37 students in the present study); other professional 
activities courses (described by 6 of 37 students in the 
present study); hobby training (described by 4 of 37 
students in the present study); self-development 
(described by 4 of 37 students in the present study). 

There are advantages in having such a variety of 
courses represented: If impressions converge with 
respect to different online courses, then there may be 
basis to consider these aspects universal or at least 
broadly applicable. Such data provide a broader picture 
than if they were obtained with respect to one specific 
online course. 

Data Analytic Strategy 

In analyzing the essays, we used the thematic 
analysis method (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Here, the main 
question for analysis is: What themes will our 
respondents touch upon when they talk about their 
experience in online learning? 

Initially, the analysis logic was built in an inductive, 
bottom-up way from the data (for example, respondents 
rated aspects of their experience as positive or negative, 
therefore we also subordinated the analysis to this 
contrast). Then we used a deductive, top-down analysis 
logic, which allowed us to consider the data from the 
standpoint of self-determination theory and the concept, 
drawn from that theory, of the three basic psychological 
needs. 

Specifically, data analysis was carried out following 
the logic of the six-phase thematic analysis algorithm 
proposed by Brown and Clark (2006), and included the 
following steps:  

1. Each researcher read and re-read every essay, 
familiarizing themselves with the content and 
writing down initial ideas.  

2. Each researcher independently conducted 
primary coding of data (following the logic of 
content analysis) and defined initial themes. 

3. Search by themes: Each researcher independently 
combined codes into potential themes and 
collected all the statements related to each 
potential theme. 

4. Viewing and checking themes: Researchers 
discussed together the themes obtained by each of 
them. As a result of the discussion, some of the 
initial themes were rethought, some were 
enlarged or redesignated, some were excluded 
due to the inability to reach consensus between 
researchers. Then each theme was correlated with 
the three basic needs as conceptualized within 
self-determination theory (SDT). As a result, 
existing themes were subsumed within broader 

themes reflecting support for one or another of the 
basic psychological needs. Here we note that one 
of the co-authors of the present paper completed 
his doctoral studies under the mentorship of 
SDT’s founders, R.M. Ryan and E.L. Deci (2017). 
Some themes remained as additional themes 
outside this framework of basic needs. In 
accordance with the participants’ assessment of 
the effects of the various aspects of online courses 
on the learning process, themes were classified as 
positive (contributing to the satisfaction of needs) 
or negative (preventing it). 

5. Definition and naming of themes: This step 
involved the generation of clear definitions and 
names for each theme, as a result of ongoing 
refinement of the details of each theme and the 
history of discussion among all authors. 

6. Preparation of a text describing the results: The 
researchers, in discussion, chose vivid, convincing 
examples, conducted a final analysis of extracts 
from the texts, while returning to the main 
research question and sources, and, by way of 
conclusion, created a scientific text about the 
analysis. 

As a result of this process, we obtained a multi-level 
system of themes that were relevant for our students in 
the context of the online learning experience.  

The analysis was carried out at a latent, interpretative 
level, i.e., we did not limit ourselves to a simple 
description of the data obtained, but tried to understand 
their meaning in the light of self-determination theory. 

When analyzing the essays, it became clear that one 
of the students did not participate in online training of 
their own free will; rather, for this person participation 
was forced. Since this circumstance significantly 
distinguished him from all other students who 
themselves had decided to study and chose the course 
themselves, his data were excluded from the analysis. 
From the point of view of self-determination theory, this 
difference in initial motivation is very significant and 
sets from the outset a different quality of participation in 
training.  

Then, a frequency analysis of the occurrence of 
identified themes was carried out. The unit of the 
thematic frequency analysis was the individual essay. 
That is, the researchers independently encoded each 
essay as containing or not containing each of the themes. 
Ambiguously coded essays were discussed. Consensus 
was reached on coding each essay for each theme. The 
frequency with which each theme was mentioned by the 
respondents was calculated. Further discussion and 
analysis included only those themes that were 
mentioned by at least two participants. 
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RESULTS 
Themes related to basic psychological needs, and the 

number of respondents who mentioned each of them, 
are shown in the tables. Themes in the tables are 
arranged in order of frequency of their mention by 
respondents, from highest to lowest frequency. 
Additional themes are presented in a separate table. The 
columns on the right indicate the number and 
percentage of people who mentioned this theme in their 
essays. 
Need for Autonomy 

Most frequently occurring in the essay were themes 
that we classified under the broader theme of supporting 
the need for autonomy (Table 1). More specific themes 
are grouped into larger categories. 

The most common theme was “Resource 
Management” (86%), having to do with things like place, 
time, money, etc.  

Here are a few examples from the essays:   
M.K. “I can take a lesson at any time that’s convenient for 

me” 
V.K. “The opportunity to study the subject in a 

comfortable environment, at home, without being stuck at 
school”  

D.L. “I independently decided how much time I should to 
devote to study the material,” 

M. K. “It was possible to increase the playback speed of the 
recording and watch faster” 

The second most frequently mentioned theme was 
motivation, broadly speaking (59%). For example: 

T.A. “I was mindful of the money ... it did not let me get 
away with anything and beat off all laziness”  

P.V. “The interface is important; if it looks beautiful and is 
in reality convenient, it increases desire to go there and to 
work”  

S.S. “They started to motivate me directly with what in the 
end I will gain”  

And the third most often noted was the theme, 
“Structure as an orientational basis for learning” (57%). 
For example: 

K.D. “I liked this consistency, clarity, rigor and at the same 
time ease and calm. Everything was gradual and structured” 

K.A. “I want to know the plan, the structure… It is very 
nice when ... the material is systematized” 

Negative aspects were mentioned less frequently 
(65%) compared with positive ones, and there was less 
variety among such themes. Among them, with the 
highest frequency, was the theme, “Lack of self-
organization and self-discipline” (51%). 

For example: 
J.N. “… self-discipline; to learn remotely you need to 

correctly allocate your time and not spend it on unnecessary 
things; I have some difficulties with this”  

P.V. “At home it is sometimes very difficult to force 
yourself to study” 

P.L. “One of the main problems here is the frequent lack of 
time, as well as the ability to self-organize, self-discipline” 

K.A. “Very, very great willpower, interest / need 
(necessity) is needed. … there are no means of external control 
of attention” 

Need for Competence 

The next most frequently occurring themes are those 
related to meeting the need for competence (Table 2). 

Table 1. Theme: Need for autonomy 
 Themes Number of respondents (%) 

Positive 

Resource 
management 

Life Context 
Management 

1. Convenient time 15 (41%) 

28 
(76%) 32 

(86%) 

37 
(100%) 

2. Economizing on resources (time, money) 12 (32%) 
3. Freeing up one’s schedule for other things 9 (24%) 
4. Convenient location 8 (22%) 
5. Technical capabilities 5 (14%) 
6. The ability to take into account one’s own physical 
and mental resources 3 (8%) 

Learning time 
management 

7. Ability to distribute time between themes yourself 13 (35%) 19 
(51%) 8. Individualized pace of learning 11 (30%) 

Motivation 

External 
mediation tools 
for internal  
motivation 

9. Support for motivation and self-organization 
through external mediation tools 12 (32%) 

15 
(41%) 22 

(59%) 
10. Interface, design, pictures 5 (14%) 
11. Motivating through the provision of a rationale 3 (8%) 

Internal 
motivation 

12. Interest 9 (24%) 13 
(35%) 13. Goal setting 5 (14%) 

14. Structure as an orientational basis for learning 21 (57%)  
15. Increase in authorship 2 (5%)  

Negative 
16. Lack of self-organization and self-discipline 19 (51%) 

24 (65%) 17. Technical malfunctions 7 (19%) 
18. Lack of interest, motivation 3 (8%) 
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Most often, students’ essays included the theme, 
“Educational resources and technologies” (70%). For 
example: 

P.V. “A lot of information was given in simple drawings 
and diagrams that were drawn and painted during the video 
... together with you during the training”  

M.K. “They drew smart cards, schemes for better 
memorization. Sometimes scripts, a skeleton of the abstract, 
which was filled out and filled in at a webinar, were attached 
to the lessons ...”  

V.C. “It is important that information be presented in 
different forms: text format, video, audio”  

The second most frequent theme was, “Two-way 
communication about content” (62%), which included 
the sub-themes, “Feedback on the quality of 
development of the material (assessment, editing)” and 
“The ability to ask questions”. For example: 

K.K. “To the comment of the correct answer was added an 
explanation of the possibly selected incorrect answer and an 
explanation of why it cannot be used here. Thanks to this 
feature, it was possible to clarify subtle nuances”,  

H.E. “…feedback ... shortcomings of the work done were 
indicated, recommendations were given” 

S.R. “The trainer went live 3 times a week ... 
communication, answered all questions ... it is convenient that 
there was feedback”  

The theme “Difficulties in two-way сommunication 
about content” was most often mentioned among the 
negative characteristics (51%). For example: 

M.K. “There were questions, but they could not be satisfied 
right away. And this incompleteness left a negative imprint”  

K.G. “There was not enough feedback, some control over 
my work, whether I did it right or not”  

Y.A. “There were no comments, explanations for 
incorrectly completed tasks”  

A number of themes that were neutral in sign were 
identified: “Temporal organization” and “Functions of 
online courses: place and role in education”. They were 
often discussed as essential aspects of an online course. 
For example: 

V.C. “Can provide a good base, but deepen ... it is 
preferable in live contact with the teacher and in interaction 
with other students”  

K. A. “It should be short-term!” 
K.N. “The main components of a good online course should 

be the optimal course length” 

Need for Relatedness 

Compared to the other two needs, the need for 
relatedness was mentioned somewhat less frequently; 
still, nearly 2/3 of the participants mentioned it in their 
texts (see Table 3). 

Notably, and in contrast to the needs for autonomy 
and competence, for the relatedness need negative 
assessments were prioritized, in terms of their frequency 
of occurrence in the student-generated essays. The most 
frequently occurring was the broad theme, “Quality of 

Table 2. Theme: Need for competence 
 Themes Number of respondents (%) 

Positive 

Educational resources and 
technologies 

1. A variety of ways to provide and organize material 11 (30%) 

26 (70%) 

35 
(95%) 

2. Examples from life 7 (19%) 
3. Mnemonics 6 (16%) 
4. Brief summary of essential material 5 (14%) 
5. High quality of the material (relevance, 
contemporariness, etc.) 4 (11%) 

6. The ability to keep the material for yourself 4 (11%) 
7. Detailed explanations 4 (11%) 
8. Organization of activities for the assimilation of 
material 4 (11%) 

Two-way communication 
about content  

9. Feedback on the quality of development of the 
material (assessment, editing) 13 (35%) 23 (62%) 
10. The ability to ask questions 17 (46%) 

11. Goal attainment  7 (19%)  

Negative 

Difficulties in two-way 
communication about content  

12. The inability to ask questions 16 (43%) 19 (51%) 

22 
(59%) 

13. Lack of feedback 7 (19%) 
14. Lack of Practice 7 (19%) 

 15. Poor quality of material 3 (8%) 
16. No opportunity to develop one’s professional thought process 3 (8%) 
17. The possibility to engage in guessing g 2 (5%) 

Temporal organization 18. Video length 9 (24%) 10 (27%) 19. Temporal organization of the course 3 (8%) 

Functions of online courses: place and 
role in education 

20. Online courses for preliminary / overview 
acquaintance with the content 7 (19%) 

9 (24%) 21. Online courses for in-depth development of content 
(for Advanced Content?) 3 (8%) 

 



EURASIA J Math Sci and Tech Ed 

7 / 13 

contact with the teacher” (57%), including its sub-theme, 
“Absence of live contact with the teacher”.  

For example: 
D.L. “… [absent was] the opportunity to communicate 

with the teacher”  
Then followed the theme, “Absence of inclusion in 

the group” (38%). For example: 
K.G. “The concept of “student life” in all its manifestations 

disappears” 
S.L. “The feeling of emptiness, lack of interaction affects 

the interest in learning, the feeling of some “loneliness”, lack 
of emotions”  

N.D. “This form of training excludes all opportunities for 
the development of sociability, teamwork skills” 

K.A. “Socialization - the conditions of deprivation, there is 
no communication between peers”  

The theme “Group inclusion” was also noted as a 
positive point (32%), including a feeling of connection 
and support (24%), and also sharing and comparing the 
results as a form of support for one’s motivation (14%). 
For example: 

D.K. “Contact with people is important ... I communicate, 
communicate at the institute”  

I.A. “I really needed the support of the group”  
B.М. “The people who were mainly engaged in those who 

really needed it were engaged, and communication with them 
helped the learning” 

Almost a fifth of the participants included mention of 
a theme we have here called, “Meta-relatedness” (19%), 
which reflects a sense of belonging to the broad, large-
scale contexts of human existence, that is, a sense of 
connection with humanity, civilization, the era in which 
one lives, etc. For example: 

I.M. “I understood and realized that this is the future”  
N.K. “We live in the 21st century, and I believe that 

modern problems require modern solutions, so I advise 
everyone to save their time and money” 

Additional Themes 

Not all themes could be categorized under the rubric 
of basic needs, following the deductive, top-down logic 
of our analysis. Accordingly, the remaining themes that 
emerged from the inductive line of analysis (“bottom 
up”) we organized separately, given that they also 
represented important aspects of our participants’ 
experience of online courses (Table 4). 

Many participants wrote about their emotional states, 
both positive (22%) and negative (19%). Some mentioned 
both the positive and negative characteristics of the 
teacher. Almost a sixth of the participants wrote about 
self-development (16%), some about the possibility of 
education for people with disabilities, the possibility to 
receive traditional education despite issues of health. 

DISCUSSION 
The present study utilized a qualitative approach, 

guided by thematic analysis, in order to identify themes 
in the descriptions of online learning experiences 
produced by adult learners. Using self-determination 
theory (SDT) as a theoretical lens from which to view 
these descriptions, a number of themes were identified, 
the central of which pertained to what in SDT are 
referred to as the basic psychological needs for 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness. It is important 
to note that because of the nature of data collection (free 
description by participants, in their own words) and the 
subsequent qualitative nature of data analysis, in the 

Table 3. Need for relatedness 
 Themes Number of respondents (%) 

Negative 

Quality of contact with the 
teacher 

1. Absence of live contact with the teacher 21 (57%) 21 (57%) 
25 (68%) 2. Absence of individualization of teaching 2 (5%) 

3. Absence of inclusion in the group 14 (38%)  
4. Absence of student life 4 (11%)  

Positive 

Group inclusion 

5. Group communication and support 9 (24%) 

12 (32%) 

18 (49%) 

6. Exchange and comparison of results to 
support motivation (sharing and comparison of 
results) 

5 (14%) 

7. Meta-relatedness 7 (19%)  
Quality of contact with the 
teacher 

8. Live contact with the teacher 3 (8%) 4 (11%) 9. Individualization of teaching 2 (5%) 

 

Table 4. Additional themes 
 Themes Number of respondents (%) 

Positive 

1. Positive emotional states 8 (22%) 

14 (38%) 2. Self development 6 (16%) 
3. Positive feedback about the teacher 4 (11%) 
4. Ability for people with disabilities to receive education 3 (8%) 

Negative 5. Negative emotional states 7 (19%) 9 (24%) 6. Negative feedback about the teacher 3 (8%) 
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present study we obtained a more detailed picture of the 
various aspects of these themes than might have been 
possible by quantitative means (Braun & Clarke, 2006; 
Lynch, Salikhova, & Eremeeva, 2020). 

Need for Autonomy 

Among the most frequently occurring sub-themes in 
participants’ essays was what we have called resource 
management. It seems clear that an important advantage 
of online learning is the ability to manage, firstly, the 
broad contexts of one’s life, and to be able to integrate 
education into it. A second important advantage is the 
management of time itself and of the learning process 
within the framework of the educational process and 
content. These advantages of online courses have 
already been partially described (Grytnes & Vandvik, 
2017; Starcic et al., 2017; Vanslambrouck et al., 2016; 
Yang, Zhou, & Cheng, 2019), and seem clearly to pertain 
to what SDT refers to as the need for autonomy, which 
represented the most frequently occurring of the basic 
need themes in the present study. 

The second most frequently occurring sub-theme was 
that of motivation. It can be noted that those aspects of 
online courses that helped a person from the outside to 
maintain motivation for their studies came to the fore 
here. Specifically, these were external organizational 
support and other means of supporting one’s 
motivation. Moreover, among the negative aspects of 
online courses, the theme “Lack of self-organization and 
self-discipline” (by more than 50% of respondents), both 
of which pertain to motivation, was noted. Examination 
of this clearly shows the ambivalence of attitudes 
towards online courses precisely in the context of the 
need for autonomy; this is both a huge opportunity and 
a real challenge to human autonomy. 

The theme, “Structure as an orientational basis for 
learning” was also often mentioned (57%). In off-line 
programs, students are always provided discipline-
based programs of study, and they can familiarize 
themselves with them. Apparently, in offline learning, 
students have less need to familiarize themselves with 
them, at least in Russia. In online learning, students have 
to be more independent, so there is a need to build their 
own “map” of everything that remains to be mastered. 
In our opinion, this also reflects a more autonomous 
mode of educational activity of students in online 
education. 

Need for Competence 

It is worth noting the wide variety of different aspects 
of online learning which were marked as positive (95%) 
or negative (59%). Positive assessments outweighed the 
negative in a wide variety of different aspects of online 
learning, with respect to the need for competence. At the 
same time, some themes were often mentioned both in a 
positive and negative way, for example, the theme, 

“Two-way meaningful communication”. Some students 
were pleased with the opportunities for two-way 
communication in their online learning, while others 
were not. Perhaps the ambivalence of this theme is 
connected with the fact that students described a variety 
of online courses, which may have differed from each 
other in important ways, or perhaps there were 
important individual differences between the students 
themselves, unaccounted for in the present study; but 
students’ ambivalence in this regard further emphasizes 
the importance of satisfying the need for competence. 

Need for Relatedness 

The most problematic need for online education was 
mentioned by about 2/3 of the participants. This need 
was assessed as very important in Russia (Lynch & 
Salikhova, 2016). Unlike the other needs, for relatedness 
the most frequent assessments were negative. 
Difficulties in contact with the teacher (57%), primarily 
the lack of live contact with the teacher, were noted. 
Second in terms of frequency was the negative theme, 
“Absence of inclusion in а group” (38%). Importantly, 
some students noted this same theme, inclusion in the 
group, as positive. This suggests that the online format 
as such may not be an obstacle to meeting the need for 
relatedness, at least not for everyone, but rather that 
some creators of online courses manage to build their 
course in such a way that it makes it possible to feel 
included in a group (32%), which gives a feeling of 
connection and support (24%) and the possibility of 
sharing and comparing results in order to support 
motivation (14%).  

Among the new themes for SDT, the theme which we 
have called “Meta-relatedness” (19%), which has not yet 
been included in the semantic field of the need for 
relatedness within canonical SDT, should be noted. In 
free descriptions by the participants of online learning, 
this theme manifested itself in the form of experiencing 
their involvement in and communication with 
connections beyond the immediate environment or 
community: humanity in the modern world, humanity 
in the future, civilization, the era in which one lives. 
Similar ideas can be found in the writings of several 
Russian psychologists (Slobodchikov, 1994). This seems 
worth exploring further in future research: whether the 
need for relatedness can be met with respect to one’s 
membership in such meta-groupings of humanity. 

At the Junction of Theoretical Traditions 

The material obtained in the present study, together 
with the data analytic strategy we employed, allow us to 
suggest a dialogue between representatives of different 
theoretical traditions in psychology and education, 
namely self-determination theory (SDT; Ryan & Deci, 
2017) and the cultural-historical theory of Vygotsky 
(1984). From the point of view of SDT, bonuses, fines, 
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payments, time limits and other external limitations 
typically involve the perception of pressure or coercion 
from the outside, and therefore typically tend to promote 
external motivation rather than motivation that is 
internal or more autonomous. However, the participants 
in our study spoke positively about these components of 
online courses. In their essays, students perceived them 
not as pressures, but as supports for their own internal 
motivation (recall that students themselves chose to take 
these online courses), personal responsibility, and 
organization. From our perspective, this positive 
assessment of external structures brings to mind 
theoretical ideas derived from the cultural-historical 
approach. From a cultural-historical perspective, people 
use the external tools of culture to transform their 
natural mental functions, in order to master their own 
behavior. Indeed, a person sometimes creates external 
tools for organizing oneself, mastering oneself from the 
outside, especially in complex matters and processes. 
Because of various life circumstances, one’s own 
available energy (i.e., intrinsic motivation) is not always 
enough for a person to act and to organize oneself for 
this action. In such cases, what are called motives-stimuli 
in Leontiev’s (1977) activity theory can be of assistance. 

Education, indeed, is often a complex, time-
consuming process. And a person’s own decision to 
obtain an education has deep meaning for the person; 
often, it is initially internally motivated, but there are 
many other, sometimes competing areas of activity in 
life. Therefore, in order to see this activity through to its 
completion, a person may need support for their 
motivation and self-organization through external 
supports and tools. In the words of Leontiev (1977), in 
complex, time-consuming or lengthy matters, besides 
motives-meanings, a person often needs motives-stimuli 
that he can create for himself or by tools of external 
support.  

Thus, bonuses, fines, payments, time limits and other 
external frameworks, in terms of their meaning for a 
person, do not necessarily reflect pressure or coercion. 
From the experience shared by our participants, these 
elements of on-line courses provided the support for the 
student’s own internally motivated actions, such that 
they helped to increase the acting force of the student’s 
own motivation, motivation which was, as it seems, 
initially intrinsic. 

And this means that the direction of the action is set 
from the inside, by internal motivation, and external 
stimuli, supports, tools, etc. help a person, perhaps 
providing additional energy and support to self-
organization for action. At the same time, the direction 
of action specified from the inside does not change. 
Reflecting these sensibilities, we identified in the student 
essays a theme which we labelled, “External mediation 
tools for internal motivation,” drawing from the 
theoretical frameworks of Vygotsky (1984) and Leontiev, 
noted above. Of course, within SDT there is a role for 

external supports in terms of the structure provided 
within a specific context to frame and guide the 
completion of a specific task (see, e.g., Ryan & Deci, 
2017), but we believe there is an important nuance to be 
gleaned from the perspectives of Vygotsky (1984) and 
Leontiev (1977) (Leontiev, 2016). 

Again, we note that it was the use of qualitative 
methods that allowed the authors to be more flexible in 
theoretical discussions and that allowed different 
traditions to hear each other, meeting and finding 
agreement through the material provided by 
participants, themselves. We listened to the voice of a 
person who did not fit into any pre-existing theoretical 
constructions, we heard that person and with our 
theory-based ideas we followed after. 

LIMITATIONS 
There were important limitations of the present 

study. Among them was the fact that the adult learners 
were drawn from just one geographical region (the 
Republic of Tatarstan), in just one country (Russia). It 
would be informative to conduct similar research in 
other regions of Russia, and in other countries, although 
we point out that a strength of qualitative methods is 
precisely the depth or richness of understanding of a 
phenomenon of interest, rather than its breadth or 
generalizability. 

Another limitation is that we did not account for the 
specific technology or device being used by participants. 
It is possible, of course, that a learner’s response to online 
learning is greatly affected by the quality or size of the 
screen on the device they are using, the quality of the 
sound, the reliability and speed of the internet 
connection, their device’s processing power, and so on. 
Future studies should track and assess the impact of 
these differences in the technological tools being used by 
learners, and how learners’ motivation might be affected 
accordingly. 

CONCLUSIONS 
Based on the results obtained, the following 

conclusions can be drawn: 
1. Meeting basic psychological needs during online 

learning was an important component of students’ 
assessment of course effectiveness and satisfaction. 

2. The most relevant and differentiated in the 
students’ perception of online learning was the need for 
autonomy. Positive assessments of the opportunities of 
online courses prevailed over negative ones: online 
training provided considerable opportunities to satisfy 
this need. At the same time, there were challenges to the 
autonomy of a person, to the person’s ability to be an 
autonomous subject. 
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The key themes of autonomy in online education 
were life management, motivation, and independence, 
each of which was evaluated positively by students. 

3. The theme of the need for competence was often 
mentioned by students and was very differentiated in 
students’ statements. Positive assessments of the 
possibilities of online courses to satisfy this need 
prevailed over negative ones. The key sub-themes of the 
need for competence in online education were two-way 
content communication, and educational resources and 
technologies. Each of these was evaluated both 
positively and negatively in the descriptions of specific 
online courses. 

4. A prevalence of negative over positive ratings was 
found in the need for relatedness. Key themes regarding 
the need for relatedness in online education were the 
quality of contact with the teacher and inclusion in the 
group. Each of these could be, and were, evaluated both 
positively and negatively in the descriptions of specific 
online courses. 

Currently, Russia is seeking to introduce distance 
education through the creation of online courses, which 
is further spurred by the COVID-19 pandemic and 
consequent quarantine. When creating online courses, 
many practical issues have to be addressed. The data 
obtained can be considered as a picture of the main 
important aspects of digital educational resources for the 
design of new programs. As can be seen, on the basis of 
qualitative research (Lynch, Salikhova, & Eremeeva, 
2020), it is possible to develop theories and push the 
boundaries and horizons of the reality that the theory 
covers, and also to find a context for agreement in the 
dialogue between theories. 
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