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ABSTRACT 
 
The purpose of this study was to determine the factors motivating pre-service teachers 
for online learning within the context of ARCS motivation model. The study, in which the 
phenomenology model was used, was carried out with 52 pre-service teachers attending 
the department of Computer Education and Instructional Technologies at the Education 
Faculty of Çanakkale Onsekiz Mart University in Turkey.  
 
The participants were experienced in online learning. In the study, the data were 
collected with an open-ended questionnaire within the framework of the ARCS motivation 
model. The research data were analyzed with descriptive analysis and examined fewer 
than four themes (attention, relevance, confidence and satisfaction).  
 
Also, for each theme, sub-themes were obtained. The most frequent factor motivating for 
online learning was “relevance to individual differences” found under the theme of 
“confidence”. As for the least frequent motivating one, it was “flexibility” found under the 
theme of “relevance”.  
 
Keywords: Online learning, motivation in online learning, ARCS model. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Today, it is a well-known fact that with the development of technology, web-based tools 
(social networks, wikis, blogs and so on) are integrated into education and are thus 
commonly used in online learning (Mcgreal & Elliott, 2008). Online learning is referred to 
as environments (like the Internet or the Intranet) using network technology to deliver, 
support and assess the formal or informal instructional content (Shank & Sitze, 2004). 
When the use of online learning environments is taken into consideration, a course can be 
taught in three ways:  
 
Entirely online: The course is taught completely online. For instance, the lessons can be 
taught entirely online via Moodle, which is a learning management system.  
 
A blend of online and face-to-face: The course is taught with the blend of online and face-
to-face methods of instruction. The lessons can be taught partly on online basis and 
partly on face-to-face basis. For example, for the first seven weeks, the course can be 
taught using the face-to-face method, and for the following seven weeks, Moodle can be 
used for online teaching.  
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Online support to face-to-face: Face-to-face teaching can be supported with an online 
environment. For instance, such web-based tools as blogs, Twitter, Edmodo and Facebook 
can be used to support face-to-face teaching. Lessons are taught completely on face-to-
face basis, and the web-based tools are used for such purposes as collecting the 
homework, holding discussions and sharing materials.  
 
Online learning has brought about several issues besides certain renovations in 
education. One of the main issues regarding online learning is the learner motivation 
(Bonk, 2002). Learner motivation is the extent to which the learner makes effort in and 
pays attention to various activities. Learners are likely to get motivated to learn via an 
activity even if they do not find the content interesting. Motivation to learn is to adopt 
learning goals and related strategies (Brophy, 2010). 
 
Motivation is likely to have influence on students’ performance (Gabriele, 2003). 
Motivation to learn is an important factor for students to become successful in online 
learning (Keller, 1999). When motivation to learn is low, the potential to learn may 
decrease (Hodges, 2004; Wlodkowski, 1985; Yukselturk & Bulut, 2007). In online learning 
environments, doing designs by determining students’ motivational requirements can 
increase their motivation and performance (Keller & Suzuki, 2004). Here, use of 
motivation models could be said to be useful. One of the commonly used motivation 
models is Keller’s ARCS motivation model (1987a). 
 
ARCS MOTIVATION MODEL AND MOTIVATION IN ONLINE LEARNING  
 
John Keller states that it is necessary to consider the dimensions of attention, relevance, 
confidence and satisfaction (ARCS) in the phase of designing learning environments while 
maintaining motivation in learning processes. In ARCS model, the dimension of attention 
allows drawing and maintaining the attention with the help of different instructional 
design strategies or applications. Attention-drawing strategies include not only providing 
interesting graphics or animations that put learners into contradiction regarding their 
past experiences but also diversifying the medium of instruction (films, videos and so on). 
In the dimension of relevance, the reason why students should study for their lessons 
should be clarified. Determining learners’ interests and associating their interests with 
instruction are among relevance strategies. In the dimension of confidence, students 
should be encouraged to attend courses regularly and to become successful in courses. 
Clear statement of learning goals and the organization of learning materials from simple 
to complex are among confidence strategies. As for the dimension of satisfaction, 
students feel themselves better when they achieve a task. Giving awards and reinforcers 
is among satisfaction strategies (Keller, 1987a; Keller & Suzuki, 2004). 
 
It could be stated that the ARCS model was developed to examine motivation primarily in 
face-to-face learning environments. Parallel to the changing technologies and learning 
environments, motivation has become an issue of concern in online learning 
environments. Keller (1997) reported that online environments could themselves manage 
to draw the attention of learners due to the novelty of online environments although 
instructional designers design learning environments without considering the factors 
motivating online learners in the period of newly-spread online environments. However, it 
is pointed out that this interest decreases in time as students become familiar with the 
environment (Clark, 2001; Keller & Suzuki, 2004). Also, the drop-out rate for online 
courses is fairly high (Bonk, 2002; Levy, 2007).  
It is reported that student satisfaction is the basic indicator of attending online courses 
(Levy, 2007). Students’ discontent with online learning decreases their motivation and 
thus do not attend the courses (Chyung, 2001; Sun, Tsai, Finger, Chen & Yeh, 2008). 
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Therefore, during online courses, students’ motivation should be maintained at high 
levels with the help of instructional activities (Yukselturk & Bulut, 2007). However, an 
important question here is “How should learning activities be designed to increase learner 
motivation?” Determining the factors that motivate learners for online learning could 
contribute to the selection of instructional activities.  
 
When the related literature is examined, it is seen that there is limited research on how to 
increase learner motivation in technology-aided instructional environments (Gabrielle 
2003). In addition, it is stated that motivation principles are rarely taken into 
consideration in the design of online learning environments (Bonk, 2002). For this reason, 
it is pointed out that it is important to investigate online learner motivation (Bonk, 2002; 
Chen & Jang, 2010) and that there is a need for further research evaluating learner 
motivation in online learning environments (Smith, 2008). Determining the factors that 
motivate learners in the process of online learning could be said to provide instructional 
designers with important implications.  
 
When the factors that motivate learners in technology-aided instructional environments 
are identified, learners’ motivation and performances could be increased with appropriate 
strategies (Gabrielle, 2003). In order to maintain learner motivation in the design of 
technology-aided instructional environments, the ARCS model can be used (Song & 
Keller, 2001). Similarly, it is pointed out that the ARCS model can be considered for the 
design of online learning environments (Chyung, 2001; Keller & Suzuki, 2004; Miltiadou & 
Savenye, 2003; Smith, 2008). However, the dimensions found in the ARCS motivation 
model do not explain which motivational tactics, or when, will be used for students. For 
this reason, it is necessary to develop the motivational tactics that meet students’ 
characteristics and needs (Keller, 1987b). Determining the motivating factors for online 
learners could be said to contribute positively to the design of an environment as well as 
to the learner’s performance.  
 
In literature, there are a number of studies conducted to investigate the motivating 
factors for online learning. Sun, Tsai, Finger, Chen and Yeh (2008) examined the 
important factors influential on learners’ satisfaction in e-learning. In their study carried 
out with e-learners, they determined the important factors influential on learners’ 
satisfaction in e-learning as computer anxiety, the trainer’s attitudes towards e-learning, 
course flexibility, course quality, perceived usefulness, perceived ease of use and diversity 
in assessments. Sawang, Newton & Jamieson (2013), in their study conducted with 
employees taking online training in an institution, found out that satisfaction with e-
learning had a significant relationship with authentic activities provided, with the 
institution’s support to e-learning and with learners’ openness to changes. In another 
study carried out by Mclaren (2010), the researcher aimed at determining the influence of 
instructor-learner interaction on learner’s satisfaction in online M.A. courses. The results 
of the study revealed that instructor feedback, instructional immediacy, instructor 
availability and transactional distance all had influence on online learners’ satisfaction. 
Law, Lee and Yu (2010) determined the motivational factors for university students 
taking the course of computer programming with e-learning support. The results of their 
study revealed that “individual attitudes and expectations”, “clear instructions” and 
“reward and recognition” were important motivators.  
 
Apart from these studies determining the learners’ views about the factors that motivate 
for online learning, there are other studies carried out to determine the views of the 
teaching staff giving online education. Bonk (2002) examined the motivational 
characteristics of web-based learning taking the views of those giving online education 
(corporate trainers, instructional designers, training managers and so on). In the study, 
relevant and meaningful materials, timely and responsive feedback, goal-driven and 
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product-oriented activities and personal growth were found highly important for web-
based learning.  
 
When research on motivation in online learning was examined, it was seen that various 
factors were influential on motivation and on satisfaction, which is a sub-dimension of 
motivation according to the ARCS model. In addition, it is obvious that these studies were 
generally carried out in a certain setting and designed with the quantitative approach. It 
could be stated that qualitative studies should be designed to collect in-depth data in 
different settings. In this respect, the purpose of the present study was to determine the 
motivating factors in online learning for preservice teachers within the scope of the ARCS 
motivation model.  
 
METHOD 
 
Research Model  
The study was designed as phenomology to help understand the motivating factors for 
students in online learning environments within the framework of the participants’ 
experiences. Phenomology can be regarded as a way of personal perception of a 
phenomenon or experience. In other words, events are presented from the perspective of 
the participants (Mertens, 2009). In phenomenology studies, the basic question is “What 
are the experiences regarding the situation from the perspectives of the participants 
determined?” (Patton, 2002).  
 
Study Group 
The study was conducted in an Education Faculty of a state university in Turkey with the 
participation of a total of 59 students (24 female, and 35 male) from the Department of 
Computer Education and Instructional Technologies (CEIT). Of all the participants, seven 
of them were junior students, and 52 of them were senior students. The participants were 
determined with the purposeful sampling method. In this respect, for the purpose of 
explaining the research phenomenon more clearly, the process followed to determine the 
participants regarding the related subject, which could be called “information rich” 
(Patton, 1990), was as follows:  
 

Ø The research subject required the participation of students who had 
theoretical and practical knowledge about online learning. For this reason, 
the study was carried out with CEIT students taking theoretical and 
practical courses regarding online learning at Education Faculty. It is a fact 
that CEIT students have experience in online learning within the scope of 
several courses.  

 
Ø When the curriculum of CEIT department is examined, it is seen that 

courses related to online learning are often taught to junior and senior 
students.  

 
Therefore, as junior and senior students are more likely to be 
knowledgeable about online learning, the study was carried out only with 
junior and senior students.  

 
Data Collection Tool 
The data collection tool used in the study was an online questionnaire form made up of 
four open-ended questions and developed by the researchers within the framework of the 
ARCS model. The measurement tool included one question for each of the dimensions of 
the ARCS model. The open-ended questionnaire form developed was examined by a CEIT 
faculty member for its face validity and content validity. In addition, the questionnaire 
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form was piloted with a junior student attending the department of CEIT. The views 
determined helped decide to inform the research participants about the dimensions of the 
ARCS model. In this respect, before the application of the questionnaire, the dimensions 
of the ARCS model were explained to the participants, and they were asked to respond to 
the questions according to each dimension. The questions included in the questionnaire 
form were as follows:  
 
What are the motivating factors in online learning for you? Please provide answers within 
the framework of the dimensions below: 
  

Ø Explain the factors in detail that draw your attention. 
Ø Explain the factors in detail that meet your learning needs.  
Ø Explain the factors in detail that make you feel relaxed and confident.  
Ø Explain the factors in detail that make you satisfied.  

 
The first question found in the questionnaire aimed at determining the participants’ views 
about the dimension of “attention” of the ARCS model; the second question about the 
dimension of “relevance”; the third question about the dimension of “confidence”; and 
the fourth question about the dimension of “satisfaction”.   
 
Data Collection and Analysis  
The research data were collected with an online open-ended questionnaire form. Of all 
the 155 junior and senior students, 66 of them volunteered to participate in the study. 
Following the collection of the research data, the responses of 59 students were analyzed 
with the descriptive analysis method within the framework of the ARCS model found in 
related literature. In the descriptive analysis phase, the data were examined according to 
the themes determined based on the related literature (attention, relevance, confidence 
and satisfaction.  
 
Validity and Reliability  
In qualitative studies, validity means that the researcher objectively observes a 
phenomenon as it is (Yıldırım and Şimşek, 2008). Thus, in order to collect objective data 
with the data collection tool, an impartial expert was asked to examine the data 
collection tool developed based on a model. In addition, for the validity of the data 
collection tool, it was piloted before the application. Following the data collection 
process, descriptive analysis was conducted within the theoretical framework (ARCS 
model) found in related literature. For the sub-themes, the reliability coefficients were 
calculated. While determining the sub-themes regarding the themes, both researchers 
examined the data independently of one another.  
 
Depending on the formula suggested by Miles and Huberman (1994), the reliability of the 
study was calculated as 86% for the sub-themes of the first theme; 92% for those of the 
second theme; 82% for those of the third theme; and 89% for the sub-themes of the 
fourth theme.  
 
In addition, code numbers were assigned to the participants in the study, and the 
research findings obtained were supported with direct quotations.  
 
FINDINGS 
 
As can be seen in Figure 1, the factors motivating the preservice teachers of information 
technologies were grouped under four themes within the context of the ARCS motivation 
model in line with the research purpose.  
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Figure: 1 
Themes and Sub-Themes within the Context of the ARCS Model 

 
As can be seen in Figure: 1, the data were examined under four main themes. For each 
theme, related sub-themes were determined. Table 1 presents the frequencies regarding 
the themes. 
 

Table: 1 
Frequencies regarding the sub-themes and the themes 

 
 

Theme heading 
 

 
f 

Attention  40 
 Flexibility  19 
 Multiple Channel  9 
 Source Variety  6 
 Interaction 6 
Relevance  16 
 Relevance to individual differences  9 
 Instant feedback  4 
 Flexibility 3 
Confidence  55 
 Relevance to individual differences  31 
 Progress under expert control  12 
 Safety  6 
 Alternative to the pressure of the environment  6 
Satisfaction  12 
 Instant feedback  8 
 Time-Saving  4 
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Theme of Attention 
The theme of attention was made up of four sub-themes. One of the pre-service teachers 
who pointed out that online learning drew their attention as it provided “flexibility” said  
 

“flexible learning occurs as there is no limitation of time or place, and this 
makes learning more attractive” (teacher candidate-number 4).  

 
In addition, some of the pre-service teachers stated that the presentation of the 
instructional content in a way to address “multiple channels” in the online environment 
drew their attention. Regarding this, one of the students said  
 

“as an attention-drawing factor, the multimedia-learning environment addresses 
both the ear and the eye” (pre-service teacher-number 24).  

 
Another pre-service teacher who stated that online learning provided “source variety” 
said; 

 
 “you can reach the necessary information more rapidly via a number of sources, 

and students can also reach the assistant instructor very easily in the online 
environment” (pre-service teacher-number 17). 

 
 Lastly, another pre-service teacher who stated that the “interactive” structure of online 
learning was attention-drawing said; 
 

 “communicating with friends, doing something with them, interacting with the 
teacher and doing all these things are quite attention-drawing” (pre-service 

teacher-number 57). 
  
Theme of Relevance  
One of the pre-service teachers who stated that online learning allowed “relevance to 
individual differences” said “I can study a course-related subject whenever I want. It is 
me who will define the time. To me, this is quite suitable for me. Also, some other 
students can study on their own styles…” (pre-service teacher-number 5).  
 
Another pre-service teacher who reported that their motivation increased as online 
learning allowed “instant feedback” said “Since it allows opportunities for instant 
feedback, it helps determine learning deficiencies and communicate with a classmate 
easily” (pre-service teacher-number 25). Lastly, one other pre-service teacher who 
believed online learning provided “flexibility” and helped them get motivated said “Online 
course materials allow me to learn the subjects later that I haven’t understood during the 
class hour … this flexibility motivates me …” (pre-service teacher-number 25).  
 
Theme of Confidence  
This theme was made up of four sub-themes. One of the students who got motivated as 
online learning allowed “relevance to individual differences” said “…I study in my own 
environment, and nobody has to see each other… I determine my study environment on 
my own. It is relaxing for me to be home.… Other people can also direct the process as 
they want” (preservice teacher-number 32).  
 
Another teacher who stated that s/he got motivated since online learning allowed 
“progress under expert control” said “I can communicate with the teacher not only during 
the course hour but also at any other time I want”. In addition, establishing 
communication in the process makes me feel that the process is under control; thus I feel 
confident” (preservice teacher-number 21). One other preservice teacher who stated that 
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s/he got motivated as online learning was sufficient in terms of “safety” said “There is a 
high level of safety. I feel confident and relaxed as it is only the course teacher who can 
see what I have done” (preservice teacher-number 6). Lastly,  
 
Another preservice teacher who stated that s/he got motivated as online learning 
provided an “alternative to social pressure” said “While studying my lessons or sitting for 
an exam, nobody watches you, and you can ask questions…” (preservice teacher-number 
45).  
 
Theme of Satisfaction  
The theme of satisfaction included two sub-themes. One of the preservice teachers who 
stated that “instant feedback” provided by online learning increased his or her motivation 
regarding the dimension of satisfaction said “Regardless of time and place, we can 
communicate with others if we have access to the Internet, and this is quite a fast way of 
communication” (preservice teacher-number 37). Another preservice teacher who stated 
that s/he got motivated as online learning allowed “saving time” said “It allows faster 
communication independently of time; you can easily find whatever you want; and you 
can store all your homework. These are all time-saving factors…” (preservice teacher-
number 58). 
 
When the sub-themes regarding the research data were examined, it was seen that 
different themes included the same sub-themes. In other words, the students stated that 
similar situations motivated them in different aspects within the scope of the ARCS model 
(Figure: 2). 
 

 
Figure: 2 

Common Sub-Themes 
 
As can be seen in Figure 2, the flexible structure of the online learning environment 
motivated the students in terms of the two sub-dimensions of attention and relevance. 
The relevance of the online learning environment to individual differences motivated the 
students with respect to the dimensions of relevance and confidence. Instant feedback 
provided for the students in the online learning environment motivated them in terms of 
the dimensions of relevance and satisfaction.  
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION  
 
In the study, the factors motivating the online learners within the context of the ARCS 
model were determined. Regarding the dimension of “attention” of the ARCS model, it 
was found out that the students’ motivation increased due to flexibility, multiple channel, 
source variety and interaction. In the study, it was also revealed that the presentation of 
content in the online environment in a way to address multiple channels drew the 
students’ attention. Similarly, Mayer (2009) reported that the presentation of content for 
two channels (eye and ear) helped students learn better when compared to its 
presentation for a single channel. In addition, it is obvious that contents addressing more 
than one sense organ make learning more permanent. The finding obtained in the study 
that source variety increased the students’ motivation is consistent with the finding of 
another study (Bonk, 2002) that variety in delivery format was a factor increasing 
motivation. In addition, it was found out in the study that interaction in online 
environment increased the students’ motivation. This finding is also supported by Bonk 
(2002) who reported interaction to be an important factor that increased motivation at a 
moderate level. Similarly, Mclaren (2010) found out that interaction in online learning 
increased learners’ level of satisfaction.  
 
Regarding the dimension of “confidence” of the ARCS model, lack of social pressure, it 
was found out that the students’ motivation increased confidence, progress under expert 
control and relevance to individual differences. In the study, the fact that learners can ask 
an expert for help in an online environment whenever they want and that they can 
progress under the control of that expert was found to make the participants feel 
themselves relaxed. This finding obtained in the study is parallel to that of another study 
carried out by Mclaren (2010) who reported that an instructor’s availability had positive 
influence on online learners’ satisfaction. Moreover, consistent with the finding of the 
present study that the online environment was safe, Bonk (2002) pointed out that 
learners’ levels of motivation increase when an online learning environment has a “safe 
climate”. Some of the participants reported that they were timid when compared to 
others in terms of their personal characteristics; that this situation could be considered 
within the scope of individual differences; and that they felt themselves in more comfort 
in the online learning environment as they did not see the other participants. In this 
respect, the sub-theme of relevance to individual differences and the sub-theme of lack of 
social pressure could be said to be two complementary sub-themes.  
 
In the study, it was found out that regarding the dimension of “satisfaction” of the ARCS 
model, instant feedback and saving time increased the students’ motivation. As for the 
dimension of “relevance”, an important motivator in online learning environments 
(Hodges, 2004), relevance to individual differences, instant feedback and flexibility were 
found to increase motivation.  
 
When the research findings obtained were examined, it was seen that some of the sub-
themes occurred in more than one dimension. Flexibility, relevance to individual 
differences and instant feedback were determined as the common sub-themes. All these 
common sub-themes were attached to the theme of relevance. In other words, it can be 
said that other themes ("attention", "confidence" and "satisfaction") supported 
“relevance” theme. In this context, if motivation in the dimensions of “attention", 
"confidence" and "satisfaction" provided, motivation in the dimension of “relevance” can 
be also provided. To understand this relationship, more researches are needed.  
 
Parallel to the finding obtained in the present study that flexibility was one of the factors 
motivating the students for online learning, Sun, Tsai, Finger, Chen and Yeh (2008) 
reported that e-learning course flexibility was among the most important factors 
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influential on learner satisfaction in e-learning. Similarly, in another study, Bonk (2002) 
found out that according to those giving online education, flexibility provided in an online 
learning environment had a moderate level of importance. When an online learning 
environment is designed in relevance to individual differences, learners’ levels of 
motivation increase as they can study according to their own learning style (Keller & 
Suzuki, 2004).  
 
Similar to the sub-theme of relevance to individual differences found in the present study, 
Law, Lee and Yu (2010) reported that individual attitudes and expectations were among 
important motivators. Consistent with the finding obtained in the study that instant 
feedback in online learning increased the participants’ levels of motivation, Hodges 
(2004) found out that feedback and navigation systems were among the factors 
motivating for online learning. Bonk (2002) and Mclaren (2010) reported that instant 
feedback provided in an online learning environment was quite important for motivation.  
 
The results of the study demonstrated that the dimension of “confidence” was the one 
with the highest frequency (f=55) influential on motivation in the online learning 
environment and that “satisfaction” was the one with the lowest frequency (f=12). 
Besides this, the sub-theme of “relevance to individual differences” found under the 
category of “confidence” was the one most frequently mentioned by the participants 
(f=31). In addition, “flexibility” found under the theme of “relevance” was the sub-theme 
with the lowest frequency (f=3). 
 
Depending on the results obtained in the present study, it could be stated that students’ 
performance will increase if motivators for online learning determined regarding the 
dimensions of attention, relevance, confidence and satisfaction are taken into 
consideration while designing online learning environments.  
 
The results of the present study are also thought to provide important implications for 
trainers, instructional designers and administrators dealing with online education and 
with its design. However, the present study has certain limitations. This study was carried 
out with the students attending the Department of Computer Education and Instructional 
Technologies at the Education Faculty of a state university.  
 
A similar study could be designed involving students from other departments. In addition, 
another similar study could be conducted in other public or private institutions giving 
online education. The present study was carried out with online learners from a certain 
age group. Future studies on online learner motivation could be carried out with 
participants from different age groups.  
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