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Abstract: Since the beginning of the twenty-first century, graduate studies and the adult students
pursuing those studies have drastically changed, creating a new landscape of challenges to success for
students and faculty alike. Online learning is fast becoming the norm in graduate studies of education
rather than the exception, creating barriers in the form of lost community, looser connections between
graduate students and faculty, and a shifting focus on student accountability to enter programs
with requisite skills far beyond their counterparts of the past. This study explored the use of online
support modules to strengthen deficient skills among graduate students in a fully online Education
Specialist program. The use of modules to address issues with academic writing, APA style, locating
academic literature, synthesizing studies, and other preparation to write literature reviews proved a
valuable and time-efficient tool for managing the remedial needs of students at the graduate level. A
survey method was applied to collect data from students and faculty, followed by a thematic analysis
of the results. Both students and instructors positively received these support modules. Furthermore,
perceptions from both groups highlight the need for further exploration of means to provide modern
support for an ever-changing adult student body.
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1. Introduction

Throughout post-secondary and post-graduate programs (undergraduate and graduate
programs in the United States, respectively), students come to school less prepared for
academic challenges [1,2]. A plethora of research has found that undergraduate students enter
postsecondary institutions with a lack of significant background knowledge and the requisite
skills to acquire new knowledge, much less perform the academic tasks expected [3–5].
Graduate-level students are not immune to this phenomenon—unpreparedness for the rigors
and demands of graduate programs—and face additional challenges as adult learners [6].

While it is a line of inquiry that needs further investigation, research suggests a lack of
academic skills and abilities is a root cause for poor graduate student success, and that lack
of success applies to the departure of adult learners due to eroded persistence [7,8]. As so
aptly stated, “Depending on the graduate program, students may need substantial disci-
plinary knowledge and/or academic skills to be prepared to pursue a graduate degree” [9]
(p. 422). Adding to this conundrum, graduate students often lack a host of skills, including
managing their time, solving problems, and abstract thinking, to perform the learning tasks
required for graduate degrees [10]. As adult learners, those same students are also balanc-
ing life with jobs and family, putting even more strain on their ability to perform in formal
studies [11]. Moreover, gaps in pursuing a graduate degree impact the necessary skills to
succeed [12]. Subsequently, graduate faculty face the dilemma of providing remediation or
potentially lessening course assignments’ rigor and high expectations [13].
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In recent years, the context of higher education has changed. Brought on by tech-
nological advances, more students are seeking an online degree versus a face-to-face
classroom [14]. According to the annual report from the United States’ National Center
of Educational Statistics (2022), enrollment in online courses for postbaccalaureate stu-
dents increased between 2019 and 2020 due in part to the disruption of COVID-19 when
universities moved face-to-face courses online to E-learning platforms [15]. Specifically,
71%, or 2.2 million postbaccalaureate students, enrolled in at least one online course, while
1.6 million (52%) enrolled exclusively in online courses for 2020. In 2019, the report showed
that 42%, or 1.3 million postbaccalaureate students, enrolled in at least one online course,
while 1 million (33%) took only online courses. Coupled with the growth in the number of
students enrolled in online courses was a change in the age distribution of online learn-
ers [16]. According to the literature, 38% of postsecondary students are adult learners over
25 years of age, and 25% are over 30 years of age [16]. With more students taking online
courses in higher education due to efficiency, student retention and support have garnered
attention in higher education, as student retention rates have not kept up with the increase
in enrollments [17].

Due to the proliferation of technology, online education has also become a preferred
learning mode for many graduate students [18,19]. Despite the flexibility that online learn-
ing offers, it has challenges [20,21]. Research has shown that online education contributes
to feelings of isolation, a lack of community, poor communication between students and
instructors, and attrition [22–24]. While a great deal of research over the past decade has
focused on the outcomes, support, and success of online education those studies have
placed the primary focus on undergraduate students, largely ignoring the growing num-
bers of graduate students pursuing fully online degrees. Using online learning platforms
can be daunting for some instructors [25,26]. Researchers posit that not only must online
instructors know their technology, but they must also be competent to effectively utilize
it to teach online [27]. Issues of time to invest in effective online pedagogy and the time
needed to develop quality materials and resources have been reported [28,29]. The distinct
differences in graduate education expectations and graduate student demographics such
as family and work/life balance demand that instructors step away from the literature on
undergraduate supports and begin exploring approaches that are specific to the needs of
graduate students in online degree programs.

1.1. Issues and Challenges for Success in Graduate Studies

Graduate school is not a walk in the park. Faced with many issues, both in and out
of the classroom, some graduate students struggle and leave school without completing
their degrees. An extensive longitudinal study that investigated college graduates who
pursued graduate degrees over ten years showed that frequently cited reasons for dropping
out of school were “changes in family status (30%), job and/or military conflict (17%),
dissatisfaction with the program (16%), the need to work (14%), personal problems (13%),
and other financial reasons (12%)” [30] (p. 40). Only 1% of the study’s participants cited
academic reasons for leaving their graduate programs. More recent studies reflect similar
findings. Many online students have full-time jobs, families, and financial obligations that
present multiple challenges and mental stress, such that some students require additional
course support to be successful [22,23,31].

Research has further found that motivation is key to graduate degree completion.
Graduate students must be motivated to put forth the effort and time to address the complex
tasks in graduate school [32]. Furthermore, motivation is linked to graduate students’
academic success [32]. In other words, when graduate students are motivated to succeed
academically, the odds of dropping out of school are reduced, and academic confidence
increases. Academic confidence enables graduate students to obtain new knowledge and
skills [33]. Conversely, research has shown that a lack of academic confidence correlates to
poor academic performance [34]. Subsequently, it can be argued that graduate students
must possess the academic confidence to succeed and the motivation to learn. Research
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has shown that when these attributes are missing, graduate students will discontinue their
degree programs [34].

1.2. Post-Graduate Students as Adult Learners

Life-long learning can take various forms: informal, non-formal, self-directed, and
formal [35]. Self-direction is a key feature of the learning environment in formal graduate
and post-graduate studies. Students are responsible for navigating and making sense of the
concepts and requisite skills, with the instructors acting as facilitators of the process [36].
Self-directed learning is a critical element of andragogy, the fundamental study of adult
learning [37,38]. In formal settings at the advanced degree level, there is a convergence
of traditional epistemologies of learning/learners with more specific ecologies of adult
learners—those who are over the age of 25, come from a wide variety of backgrounds
and experiences, and pursue continuing education for various personal and professional
reasons [11,39]. As such, adult learners come to the table with more life experience and
often with diverse expectations, needs, and levels of preparation for formal study. Adult
learning is multidimensional due to the converging factors that impact lifelong learning [40].
For example, graduate students in education are typically experienced, full-time classroom
teachers who balance work with busy home lives while seeking to expand their knowledge
base and expertise in pursuit of higher credential levels and increased pay potential [37].
Therefore, providing relevant curriculum and supports specific to adult learners and their
needs is a critical focus for their success.

1.3. Support for Learning in Online Graduate Programs

For adult learners, online education requires additional considerations in design and
instruction [37]. Planning thus involves both physical considerations, such as supporting
information and accessibility, as well as focusing on key principles of adult learning, such
as including the learner in the planning process as an informed stakeholder, providing
feedback experiences where students can learn in context and from mistakes, ensuring
the actions and concepts in the course are adequately moving toward the desired course
outcomes, and being centered around problem-solving and practice application [30,41].
Graduate programs in education often connect multiple learning theories within adult
learning, including experiential learning, where the learner draws from their teaching
experience to define and explore problems [42]; self-directed learning, wherein scaffolds
are put in place to guide the learning process, but the learner essentially controls the pace
and direction of their learning amidst boundaries and supports of formal learning [43];
and transformative learning, wherein the learner begins to shift from the role of practi-
tioner/teacher (the traditional classroom teacher role) to one of teacher leader/researcher,
grounding past experiences and critical reflection to take on a more empowered and active
role in leading other teachers and conducting research [44].

In general, student support sessions are designed to help learners who struggle aca-
demically, to prepare learners for course rigor, including the rigors of learning online, and
to support their efforts to succeed in individual courses and their degree programs [45,46].
The lack of adequate support is often reported as a reason for not completing online stud-
ies [47,48]. While an early study suggested online intervention can help increase student
success, a scant amount of research exists on online intervention methods for adult learners
and other students in formal settings above the undergraduate level [49].

One group of researchers developed a virtual boot camp as an orientation to an
online program for doctoral students in nursing [50]. The virtual boot camp consisted of
modules to teach APA and academic writing, conduct a literature search, formulate research
questions, learn the components of a dissertation, and navigate the learning management
system. Based on feedback from students and instructors, participants reported positive
feelings about the virtual boot camp. The researchers concluded that more support is
needed for online graduate students [50].
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The literature recommends strategies that course instructors can implement to improve
student learning. Online instructors should prepare their students before the first day of
class through email regarding the course expectations, materials needed, and time to
navigate the learning management system [51]. Furthermore, online discussion boards
effectively promote student interaction and simultaneously build a sense of community [52].
Arasaratnam-Smith and Northcote (2017) add that online graduate students must feel a
sense of belonging, which can be achieved when instructors plan multiple opportunities for
student-to-student and student-to-instructor interaction [53]. Research has further found
that timely and quality feedback positively impacts graduate student performance in online
programs [54]. While these are also relevant in many ways to face-to-face learning, the
nature of online learning means differences in effectiveness and the absence of more holistic
interpersonal interactions and connections among faculty and students.

1.4. Theoretical Framework

Tinto’s Theory of Student Departure provides the theoretical framework for this
study [8]. Built upon anthropological underpinnings, the Theory of Student Departure
specifically examines the positioning of the learner among relevant groups as a driving
factor in their ability to persevere on a particular learning pathway [55]. In the case of
Ed.S. students, the transition from the role of classroom teacher and early degree programs
focused solely on practice must be shifted effectively to a new positioning and mindset
of teacher leaders and researchers in practice. Failure to make that transition successfully
negatively impacts persistence and, thusly, performance and retention in the Ed.S. program,
both of which have increased attention in modern higher education [56]

In his theory, Tinto posited that there are three barriers to student persistence: (1) aca-
demic struggles, (2) divergence in goals, and (3) inability to integrate appropriately into
their new situation [55]. Furthermore, Tinto specifically addressed the need for group-
specific approaches and supports for adult learners as a target for the Theory of Student
Departure [8,57]. This study approaches the problem of student persistence by investigating
the connection between students’ motivation and faculty commitment to permit students
to succeed in their academic environment and prevent student departure. Specifically,
the study focuses on all three angles among adult students in an Educational Specialist
Program by providing academic support that aid students as they integrate into the context
of learning, foster feelings of belonging in the program, and bridge areas of concern where
students frequently struggle to connect their present ways of knowing and doing with
expectations and goals that, to them, are novel.

Given our interest in obtaining the perceptions of the graduate students and their
instructors to determine how to support and encourage their persistence in the program,
Tinto’s Theory of Student Departure provided an appropriate conceptual framework to
ground the interpretive nature of the study. Utilizing the conceptual framework pro-
vided by Tinto, this study utilized a qualitative descriptive research design that permitted
the researchers to investigate the phenomena as described by the participants in their
own words.

1.5. Context of the Study

There is a unique level of practitioner-focused graduate study in education that
is not present in other fields: the degree of Education Specialist (Ed.S.). The Ed.S. is
situated between the Master’s and Doctoral levels of study, representing a space wherein
non-traditional adult learners can expand their pedagogical skills and transition from
classroom practitioners to more research-oriented leadership practices that will inform
their teaching. The unique positioning and nature of Ed.S. programs draw adult learners
already underway in their careers as teachers, who may have been out of college/university
courses for many years and often lack experience with the level of writing and research
involved in the program of study. As a result, these learners often need additional support
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and scaffolded structures to drive persistence and create community among unfamiliar
expectations and requirements.

The Education Specialist (Ed.S.) program that is the focus of this article is a 33.0 credit-
hour program for graduate students seeking an advanced degree in Teaching and Learning.
The program of study is designed to provide an opportunity for students to become critical
consumers of educational research, thus bridging the gap between theory and practice in
their professional discipline to improve learning experiences for their P-12 students. Due
to changes in graduate admission standards made by our institution that included the
removal of standardized test requirements, the Ed.S. program has encountered a drastic
increase in enrollment, and with this increase, faculty have noted an increase in the number
of students who lack the readiness skills to succeed.

1.6. Research Questions

The purpose of this research was to investigate graduate students’ and course instruc-
tors’ perceptions of the effectiveness of online support modules for enhancing student
academic performance as a pilot study. Based on the researchers’ interests and the dearth
of research on this line of inquiry, the research questions that guided the study were:

1. What are graduate students’ perceptions of online support modules in a fully online
Education Specialist program?

2. What are Ed.S. instructors’ perceptions of online support modules in a fully online
Education Specialist program?

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Support Modules

During informal discussions in program meetings, faculty teaching in our graduate
program noticed academic skills with which our students struggle. We noted these in
our respective courses, and commonalities began to emerge. To address the academic
skills that needed remediation, we designed and implemented a series of online modules,
called support modules, to be embedded in major courses in our program related to
the skills we have observed needing remediation. Each support module offered various
learning activities and assessments so that students could apply their understanding of
the learning outcomes. As such, the online support modules address the following topics:
locating academic literature, APA 7th Ed., academic writing, including style, grammar, and
mechanics, and synthesizing and paraphrasing research in preparation for writing a review
of the literature.

To initiate the support modules, the program faculty first identified the courses in
which to embed the support modules and then determined the timeframe for their com-
pletion. Based on the 16-week semester for our institution, we identified the critical
assignments per course that are assigned early each semester. After much discussion about
utilizing these modules within the courses, we determined that students who received
a below-satisfactory grade on one of the early-identified assignments in the designated
courses would be required to complete the support modules. The time to complete the
support modules would span approximately six to eight weeks from the time the modules
were assigned. In the inaugural semester of implementation, 25 students were assigned
and completed the support modules. Of those, 13 students responded to the voluntary,
anonymous survey about their perceptions of the modules. Additionally, four program
faculty who were the course instructors and thus the responsible people who assigned the
modules participated in the survey and provided feedback.

2.2. Survey

Based on qualitative methodology, this study utilized a qualitative descriptive research
design that permitted the researchers to investigate the phenomena-graduate students’
and instructors’ perceptions of the effectiveness of support modules to enhance students’
academic performance. To garner feedback on the perceptions of the effectiveness of these
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modules, data were collected through two surveys at the end of the semester: (1) a survey
to be completed voluntarily only by those students who completed the modules as a part of
their course (see Appendix A) and (2) a survey to be completed by all program faculty who
taught courses in which the modules were deployed as student supports (see Appendix B).
The two surveys were administered through Qualtrics, an online research survey portal,
and all responses were anonymous.

2.3. Analysis

To answer the research questions, inductive coding was manually applied to the
students’ and instructors’ survey responses [58]. Beginning with open coding, the three
researchers read each word, sentence, and paragraph to determine what the data suggested
regarding the modules. Open coding was not driven by a particular theory but rather
by the re-reading of the gathered data to see what possible themes emerged from the
responses. Following the initial round of open coding, the researchers met to discuss
the codes that were derived and align the reviews into a single document. Axial coding
involved scrutinizing the data more closely to identify potential labels and patterns in the
responses for both the students and the instructors relative to the modules that emerged
from the analysis of the survey responses [59,60]. Thinking comparatively in terms of what
categories were the same and what categories were different per research question, three
themes emerged from data analysis for research question 1 and three themes emerged from
data analysis for research question 2 (see Table 1) [59–61].

Table 1. Students’ and instructors’ perception themes.

Graduate Students’ Perceptions

Graduate students’ awareness of skills needing improvement

Support modules were helpful

Suggestions for improvement

Instructors’ Perceptions

Highlighted the skills needing improvement

Support modules were helpful

Suggestions for improvement

3. Results
3.1. Perceptions of Program Students

Research question 1 asked: How do graduate students perceive the support modules
as enhancing their academic performance? Based on the analysis of the data, the first theme
that emerged was an “awareness” of skills that needed improvement to be successful.
From participation in the support modules aimed at enhancing academic performance,
the responses indicated that the support modules served as a reminder of the academic
skills that were insufficient due to a lack of preparation or time lapse since the last degree
completion. As one candidate explained:

It has been a decade since I last performed research for my master’s program,
and there was no course before this that allowed us to practice and review these
research skills. Thankfully, I am gaining confidence as the semester continues.
These support modules have been a part of gaining that confidence.

Further findings of the analysis showed the modules served to address academic gaps
that graduate students experience, particularly those who have been out of academia for a
while. For example, students’ responses indicated the support modules brought awareness
to the need to improve their academic writing, with three sharing that they did not feel they
had ever been strong writers and one adding, “Citation is one of the most complex parts of
writing, and to this day, I am still working hard on understanding how things should be
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cited”. Another perspective that surfaced from participation in the support modules was
the difficulty in learning new ways to use the styles they had learned, specifically changing
from older editions of APA style to the current 7th edition. As one student noted, “I am
not a strong writer and find that many writing styles have changed over time”. In this
study, data analysis further found that as the students participated in the support modules,
they became aware of the importance of academic language, such that even basic writing
skills such as “grammar, punctuation, and subject-verb agreement” were skills needed to
be successful.

The second theme that emerged through our analysis of students’ responses indicated
an overall positive response to the modules as “helpful”. Despite the required nature
with which they were assigned, participants perceived overall satisfaction by indicating
the long-term impact of the modules was helpful for their academic and/or professional
success. Words such as “helpful” and “significantly beneficial” were repeatedly stated
in their responses. Additionally, specific elements were highlighted as standing out to
candidates, including some specific to research processes. One candidate noted, “I found
the articles and activities on research articles, primary and secondary sources, and APA to
be very helpful”, which was echoed in three additional responses. While another explained,
“It was good to review grammar rules, where to find research articles, to practice correcting
citations and references, as well as to work up a literature review using the articles I
selected”. Several students referred specifically to the supports for APA style and writing
by sharing, “I found the most helpful were (sic) all the links that provided insight on how
to write, cite, and format correctly. I learned a lot about the in-text citation and APA 7th
edition”. Common throughout the responses was an appreciation for the time to review
and renew skill understandings; as one student described, “It just reviews and refreshes
everything. After completing these modules, I feel confident that I will find out what I did
was my mistake. I give them 9 points out of 10”.

The third theme to emerge from data analysis were suggestions for module improve-
ment. These suggestions will be taken into consideration in future iterations of the modules.
One criticism of the modules involved the use of short quizzes at the end of each section.
As one student stated, “I did not find the built-in quizzes to be helpful since you just keep
taking them to get a passing score”. Numerous students confirmed that the quizzes embed-
ded in the modules were time-consuming and did not yield the support they perceived as
beneficial to their academic enhancement.

Other students focused on the timing of the modules, and as one student shared, “If I
had completed the modules in the beginning when I started my classes, it would have had
a greater impact. I think that when they are offered, it would make a difference as well”.
Since the modules were newly implemented in the program, it is likely that the student
did not benefit from this opportunity earlier in their program. It is also noted that in the
first iteration, the modules were assigned only to students who underperformed on key
assignments, often several weeks into the term. However, the program faculty initially
agreed to assign the modules based on the identified assignments in specific designated
courses early in the semester. Hence, the program faculty will ensure this procedure is
followed to establish the fidelity of the support modules, a quality control measure to
enhance positive student academic performance.

3.2. Perceptions of Program Instructors

The second research question asked: What are Ed.S. instructors’ perceptions of the
effectiveness of support modules on students’ performance? From data analysis, the
instructors’ responses to the survey questions offered further insight into the effectiveness
of the support modules and closely aligned with the themes that emerged from the students’
responses. Specifically, the instructors’ responses (1) highlighted the areas in need of
improvement, (2) the support modules were helpful for students, and (3) suggestions were
offered to strengthen the support modules to enhance student academic performance.
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For several terms, program faculty observed areas in which students struggled upon
entering the program that could be addressed by the modules. As a result, the learning
objectives for the support modules were precisely designed based on the academic areas
of struggle. From the data analysis, consistent findings revealed that the instructors
agreed that the support modules “highlighted the areas in need of improvement”. As one
instructor stated, “The candidates struggle with academic writing and how to paraphrase
and cite accurately”. A second response added that “Some students do not have a strong
background in basic research skills such as scholarly tone, citations/paraphrasing, and
synthesizing sources to create a narrative”. Since academic research and writing are primary
performance areas in post-graduate work, students who do not have these requisite skills
tend to begin well behind those who have more experience and practice. Additionally,
students’ concentrations in the Ed.S. in Teaching and Learning program range from special
education to elementary, middle, and high school levels, and the day-to-day usage of
research and writing varies heavily in academic level, readability, and tone.

The instructors’ perceptions of the modules to address their concerns with the aca-
demic performance of their students were overall positive, with several using terms such as
“useful” and “valuable” to describe the content and outcomes. As one instructor explained:

The focus on APA formatting was very useful, as was the one on primary sources.
I did notice that after the modules were completed, I had fewer issues with the
APA style elements and did not have to refer students to primary/secondary
review in the annotation bibliography as I have had to do in the past.

Instructors in the program highly value supporting the changing needs of our students
but, at the same time, share concerns that taking instructional time away from the course
progression for remediation would sacrifice the rigor and depth of the program. The
modules appeared to represent a well-received compromise on time and focus, with faculty
noting that “these modules are valuable because they help students think critically about
course material while encouraging them to write, grasp, organize, and integrate prior
knowledge with new concepts”.

One instructor noted that they did not see immediate improvement from the students
who completed the modules and suggested a rating of “5 out of 10” based on the perfor-
mance of their particular students, noting, “I did not really think any of the modules were
not helpful in some way; some just seemed to click more with students than others. Several
students who completed the modules still struggled with academic writing overall”.

Parallel to the students’ commentary on the quizzes’ usefulness, faculty stated, “The
results of the embedded quizzes did not come to me. I did not find those useful”. To help
improve the modules, the instructors emphasized a need for the expansion of topics, with
one sharing, “There needs to be a greater emphasis on synthesizing and paraphrasing
research” and a second confirming, “While paraphrasing is covered, it might be prudent
to add a specific module that addresses the breadth of what is represented by the term
“plagiarism” and some key points on how to avoid this”. As the implementation continues
to evolve, we will develop ways to measure the students’ long-term academic success in
the program and the specific impact of the support modules on student performance in
each targeted area.

4. Discussion

In this study, we explored graduate student and instructor perceptions of the effective-
ness of virtual support modules in enhancing academic performance in online graduate
courses in education. Through data analysis, three overarching themes emerged among
both groups: (1) candidate struggles with returning to graduate school; (2) the helpfulness
of the modules in supporting the academic success of graduate candidates; and (3) sugges-
tions for improving the modules and/or their delivery in future semesters. These themes
provided data-supported insight to answer the research questions.
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4.1. Research Question One: Graduate Student Perceptions

How do graduate students perceive the support modules as enhancing their academic
performance? Overall, the students reported positive feelings about the support modules
and recognized their need for support in academic skills after gaps in their schooling
and other factors [12,50]. Similar to participants in other studies, these students faced
external struggles that impacted their performance when returning to graduate school,
including balancing their personal lives with academic work and having experience with
changing style guides and expectations specifically [22,23,31]. However, they expressed
that the modules provided a time-sensitive and brief refresher and/or orientation to
key elements of academic writing that were helpful and contributed to their academic
confidence [33,34]. Additionally, students recognized the importance of these academic
skills and suggested that support modules be made available early in the term to build
skills and confidence [33,45,46].

4.2. Research Question Two: Instructor Perceptions

What are Ed.S. instructors’ perceptions of the effectiveness of support modules on
candidate performance? We found that faculty recognize the struggles candidates face
as they return to graduate school and similarly identify the manifestations of struggles
with academic skills that are largely unique to this level of study and often result in low
rates of success or student departure from graduate programs [7,34,48,56]. Furthermore,
instructors noted a positive shift in student performance in targeted areas following the
completion of the modules, providing additional support for remedial skills without
sacrificing the course’s rigor. The concern over program rigor and expectations had been
raised in earlier program planning meetings [13]. Finally, suggestions for improvement
included expanding topics where students struggle with writing and research to include
others, such as plagiarism and synthesis of research, skills identified in several studies as
critical to graduate school success, and making the assignment of the support modules
available early in the term [7,9,10].

4.3. Implications and Future Research

In the changing landscape of graduate education, pedagogy and practice must evolve
to best support the development of academic skills among students. As more students
pursue online educational opportunities, faculty must rise to the challenge of meeting stu-
dents where they are while maintaining rigor and high expectations in graduate studies. In
addition to effective practices such as frequent communication, opportunities for building
connections, and robust course design, having engaging support mechanisms for areas
where students traditionally struggle is a priority. Compounding the external struggles
and pressures of balancing full lives with graduate coursework, adult post-graduate stu-
dents face additional challenges due to the stress of the COVID pandemic, both personally
and professionally.

While the number of adults pursuing online degrees or having online components to
their programs of study is steadily increasing, there is still relatively little literature address-
ing the effectiveness of online intervention methods, and even fewer that target students
at the graduate level. As such, we recommend that researchers and programs internally
focus on the effectiveness of attempts to provide online interventions, highlighting such
elements as how those approaches are embedded, what topics are critical at what time in
the program progression, and how those interventions impact adult students’ longer-term
academic success and progress. We will use the findings from this research, including
the feedback on improving the modules, to continue to strengthen the content and the
process. Specifically, we will not be utilizing embedded quizzes moving forward, and we
will work to provide more support in the area of synthesizing information. Further, we will
be looking at when we assign the modules to offer them earlier in the semester. We will
continue to offer and bolster modules related to APA, grammar, and developing literature
reviews based on participant feedback.
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5. Conclusions

This study aimed to explore graduate student and instructor perceptions of online
academic writing support modules in a post-graduate Education Specialist degree program
that serves adult learners. Observations of widespread student struggles with academic
writing skills such as utilizing APA style standards, paraphrasing, rigorous language, and
fundamental research skills led program instructors to develop and implement support
modules for deployment supplemental to required coursework. The implementation of
those modules led to the need for an assessment of perceptions to revise and determine their
effectiveness. Through survey data collection and analysis, we determined that the virtual
modules provide effective student support by increasing or refreshing student knowledge of
critical areas of academic writing while maintaining high program expectations and course
rigor. Graduate students in education often come into our programs with various challenges
to success, including time management, full-time jobs, established lives, and family, and often
have been out of school for extended periods. In the age of online education, it is even more
important to find ways to build academic confidence in our students and provide support
that is equal to or exceeds what we would be able to provide in the face-to-face classrooms
of the past. Deployment of asynchronous virtual modules can both target specific areas of
need based on student performance in those areas and provide a flexible extension of the
learning that does not further encumber students who may already be struggling to adjust to
program requirements at the post-graduate level. As faculty, we should continue to expand
and improve our approaches to humanizing online asynchronous learning through creative
engagement in student-focused support, community building, and best practices.
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Appendix A

Ed.S. Support Module Reflection for Students

1. What semester/year did you complete the Ed.S. Support Modules?
2. For what course/assignment did you complete the Ed.S. Support Modules?
3. Which portion of the modules did you find most helpful? What specifically did you

learn or gain from these?
4. What portions of the modules did you not find helpful? Can you explain why these

were not helpful to you? (missing information, redundant, or other?)
5. How do you envision these modules impacting your academic achievement in the

course to which they were assigned?
6. How do you feel these modules will impact your overall academic progress in the

Ed.S. program?
7. What is your overall view of the idea of online support modules to assist with aca-

demic support?
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Appendix B

Ed.S. Instructors’ Perceptions-Support Modules

1. What semester/year did you assign the support modules?
2. For what assignment/course did you assign the support modules?
3. Which portions of the modules did you find most helpful to your candidates? What

specifically did your candidates gain or learn from these?
4. Which portions of the modules did you/your candidates not find helpful? Can you

explain why they were not perceived as helpful?
5. How do you envision these modules impacting your candidates’ academic achieve-

ment in the course for which you assigned them?
6. Were there any topics you would suggest be added to, deleted from, or edited in

the modules?
7. What is your overall view of the idea of online support modules to assist with aca-

demic support in the Ed.S. program?
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