
97

Abstract 
In March 2020 the See Her Elected (SHE) programme moved its political education 
platform online in an initiative named SHESchool. The purpose of this case study 
is two-fold. Firstly, it provides an account of how an ability to adapt swiftly to the 
COVID-19 crisis created a successful online element to a project with a strong 
community education ethos. Secondly, it presents and analyses data provided by 
learners by utilising Salmon’s five-stage model for teaching and learning online. 
In doing so, this paper contributes to our knowledge of the experience of online 
learning from both the learner’s and the tutor’s perspective.

Keywords: Political Education, Community Education, Adult Education, 
Salmon’s Five-Stage Model, Intrinsic Motivation, Online Learning 
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Introduction
The Irish system of Local Government consists of 31 local authorities. Four of 
these, all centred in Ireland’s capital city of Dublin, have approximately equal 
numbers of men and women elected councillors. Outside of Dublin the number 
of male councillors exceeds women by some margin. This is particularly 
acute in rural Ireland. For example, following the 2019 local elections, 95% of 
the councillors elected in the midlands county of Longford were men. In the 
North West county of Donegal, 89% of the councillors are men. Concern at 
the under-representation of women in the local authorities of the North West-
Midlands region was the catalyst for the formation of the See Her Elected (SHE) 
programme in 2019. SHE is a joint initiative between 50:50 North West (a group 
who advocate for equal representation for men and women in Irish politics, 
particularly in the North West of Ireland) and Longford Women’s Link (a social 

Online Political Education in a Time of 
Crisis: A Case Study of the Development 
of an Online Learning Community with 
SHESchool
michelle maher, and tara farrell



98

enterprise in County Longford who work to ensure that women in Longford 
can fulfil their potential in a safe and equal society). The programme is funded 
by the Irish Government’s Department of Housing, Local Government and 
Heritage. SHE is a feminist, community led rural initiative to support women 
into political life. With a focus on the 2024 local elections, project planning for 
2020 included a strong emphasis on encouraging women in rural communities 
to engage in politics. We follow Ireland’s Central Statistics Office’s (2019) 
definition of rural communities as those with moderate or low urban influence.

SHE planned to connect with women in their communities with a view to 
building up networks of women interested in politics. Our ambition for the 
earlier years of the programme was to draw women into becoming increasingly 
knowledgeable about local politics rather than targeted candidate training for 
an election still four years away. We wanted to do this in a way that was creative, 
and would attract women with a curiosity about how politics works, but who 
may well shy away from formal political education. A flexible mix of workshops, 
classes and events were all in various stages of planning when COVID-19 
required a rethink. From that rethink, the idea of SHESchool emerged as a way 
of providing accessible community education to women in their homes, free 
and online. 

We have structured our paper as follows. We begin with a brief contextual 
summary of key points from scholarship that seek to explain the over-
representation of men in local government in Ireland. We draw particular 
attention to those relating to self-perceived qualification differences 
between men and women. We then situate a mapping of the pedagogical and 
andragogical aspects of the SHESchool response to COVID-19 within the 
framework provided by Salmon (2011, 2013). Our paper takes a quantitative 
approach through interrogating survey data completed by SHESchool 
participants, supplemented by reflexive observations from the SHESchool tutor. 
The latter part of our paper presents our analysis and provides an early picture 
of participant and tutor preferences in relation to online political education, 
and by extension for community education.

The Need for Political Education
In May 2019 Irish local government elections were held with 1,980 candidates 
vying for 949 council seats in all 31 county and city councils (O’Riordáin, 2019, 
p.1). Of those successful, just 226 were women. This meant that an entrenched 
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pattern of the over-representation of men was set to continue for yet another 
local election cycle with the number of women county and city councillors not 
exceeding 24% of the total. 

Scholarship addressing the under-representation of women in politics 
generally draws attention to demand and supply explanations (Buckley, 2020, 
p.350). Demand explanations seek to understand the over-representation of 
men by considering the demand for specific types of candidates among parties, 
political gatekeepers, or voters (Dahl and Nyrup, 2020, p.1). Scholarship 
on supply factors study reasons for gender differences in the emergence of 
candidates (Buckley, 2020, p.351). Taken together, a picture of a complex 
combination of factors emerges as a barrier blocking more women than men 
from entering politics (Cullen and McGing, 2019, pp.7-8). Of particular 
interest to SHE are supply side research findings about gender differences 
in how confident women and men are that they have the relevant skills and 
knowledge to be a viable candidate. Social psychology scholarship holds that, 
in general, men are more likely than women to express confidence in skills 
they do not possess and overconfidence in skills they do (cited in Fox and 
Lawless, 2014, p.505). A recent Danish study finds that even in one of Europe’s 
most egalitarian countries, there is a substantial difference in how men and 
women perceive themselves as qualified for political office (Dahl and Nyrup, 
2020, p.4). Danish women more often argued that they did not feel confident 
running as a candidate due to inexperience of politics, being bad at debating, 
and seeing other people as being more qualified (Dahl and Nyrup, 2020, p.16). 
Underpinning SHE’s approach to supporting women into political life was a 
desire to address this research identifying gendered self-perceived weakness in 
political knowledge. The first two months of 2020 were devoted to planning an 
approach that would draw together networks of women interested in politics in 
a way that facilitated growing political education and engagement. The advent 
of COVID-19 restrictions required a rapid adaptation of ideas from a schedule 
of events, to full online engagement. Over 2020, SHESchool delivered online 
political, practical and public policy modules. In keeping with best practice in 
online education, our method in developing SHESchool was informed by Gilly 
Salmon’s widely cited five-stage model of teaching and learning online, and in 
particular the first two steps: access and motivation, and online socialisation 
(Salmon, 2011; 2013).
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Salmon’s Five-stage Model of Teaching and Learning Online
Salmon’s model (depicted in Figure 1 below) was developed in the 1990s and 
initially tested through Open University tutorials (Salmon, Nie and Edirisingha, 
2010, p.170). The model stresses a staged immersion in an online programme, 
starting with initial orientation and building towards participant collaboration 
in learning (Hammond, 2017, p.1012). 
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Figure 1. Salmon’s Five-stage Model of Teaching and Learning Online (Salmon, 
2013)

Given the relative newness of SHESchool and the programme’s longer-term 
horizon of local elections in 2024, we concentrate on the first two stages only. 
Our case study draws the tutor’s and participants’ perspectives together, thus 
providing a comprehensive operationalisation of Salmon’s framework.

The first stage in Salmon’s framework is ‘Access and Motivation’. For the learner, 
this involves setting up the online system, while for the tutor the focus in the 
first stage is on being welcoming and encouraging, and providing motivation. 
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Motivation can be extrinsic, such as positive reinforcement and rewards. It can 
also be intrinsic, where the participants are happy to take part in the activity 
for its own sake (Salmon, 2013, p.54). The second stage of Salmon’s framework 
is termed ‘Online Socialisation’ where participants start to engage with each 
other, facilitated by the tutor helping participants to relate to each other.

Methodology
We initially sought to gauge the appetite for political education by presenting 
an Introduction to Politics module consisting of four classes. Acting on 
feedback, we added practical and policy modules in the second half of 2020. 
We have based this case study on the Introduction to Politics module alone. It 
has been repeated five times. Therefore, we believe it offers the best insights into 
operationalising Salmon’s framework.

Following each set of classes, participants were asked to complete an online survey 
administered via Google Docs. In keeping with the principles of community 
education, a recognition of the need for future shaping of the programme by 
learners was reflected in the preparation of the survey. Participants’ willingness 
to be part of something new and to shape its development resulted in very 
detailed responses. We had feedback from 55 participants, yielding a response 
rate of 63%. This is considered a sufficient response rate for analysis and lack of 
response bias (Babbie, 1998, pp. 82-3). 

Our data collection was skewed towards gathering information to better inform 
the development of SHE. Consequently, we omitted data points that would 
allow the categorisation of respondents by social class and prior educational 
attainment. In a 2020 year-end review of SHE this omission was noted as 
impeding the collection of richer data, and is being addressed. 

Stage One Analysis: Access, the Learning Environment, and Motivation
For 27% of respondents, SHESchool was their first time to engage with online 
learning. COVID-19 restrictions were cited as a reason for starting now, with 
an example of a typical answer being ‘the lockdown gave me the time and 
space to do online learning where before I was always too busy’. The degree of 
commitment required to attend online learning was also referenced as being 
‘much easier’. The feedback referencing more time is not reflected in studies that 
speak to school closures and stay at home mandates increasing domestic labour 
significantly more for women than for men (Wenham, 2020). Such studies 
suggest that women had less, rather than more, time as a result of COVID-19. 
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We did not collect data such as family configurations and caring responsibilities 
and acknowledge the limitation of our ability to comment on the contributing 
factors to women in our study indicating that they had more rather than less 
time. 

As the year progressed, we noted fewer respondents saying that SHESchool was 
their first online learning encounter and all of the October 2020 respondents 
said they had previously undertaken online learning. Where the lockdown 
was referenced, it was in relation to the most convenient time for classes and 
in terms of the timing of classes, those participating in May were split between 
daytime and evening time. As restrictions lifted there was a clearer preference 
for evening time. The ability for women outside of the envisaged North West-
Midlands catchment area for SHE was evident in the geographical spread of 
participants to 22 out of 26 Irish counties. 73% of respondents said they would 
attend face-to-face SHESchool classes, if conveniently located to their homes, 
indicating an appetite for political education. This also lends credence to the 
notion of a self-perceived weakness in this area. This appetite was mirrored 
in the reasons given for joining. 35% confirmed that SHESchool was their 
first engagement with politics. The main motivation to join was cited as an 
interest in politics and wanting to find out more about local politics, followed 
by annoyance at the under-representation of women. Crucially for the SHE 
project, a significant cohort had joined because they were ‘leaning towards’ 
running for election, and wanting to ‘get a better understanding of politics and 
the role of the councillor to see if I would run myself ’.

Registration for the initial classes required participants to email the 
programme’s Development Officer who was also responsible for designing 
the content and conduct of SHESchool and acting as tutor (e-moderator in 
Salmon’s phraseology). While this decision was not strategic it turned out 
to be a key determinant in creating a welcoming and encouraging learning 
environment. A typical registration exchange involved four emails. The tutor 
responded to the initial enquiry by providing the information and inviting 
any questions which were answered immediately. The tone of the exchange 
was kept informal by the tutor. On the day of the class a Zoom link was sent to 
everybody who had registered. The personal and conversational nature of the 
registration process meant that a rapport between the tutor and the individual 
participants developed before the first class commenced. In contrast, where the 
tutor experimented by using Eventbrite to manage registration, she reported 
feeling that the personal connection to each participant became diluted, to the 
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detriment of the experience of those interacting with the programme for the 
first time.

As COVID-19 related restrictions unfolded over 2020, the ubiquitous nature 
of Zoom as a communication tool in both work and family circles meant that 
few if any of the participants had difficulty with access. Where access and 
understanding the system proved problematic, it related to the tutor missing 
the teaching cues from a physical classroom, making it more difficult to judge 
pace. Early participants highlighted that there was ‘insufficient time to interact 
with other participants’. Their advice was to increase class time to ‘incorporate 
more discussion time to hear from various views’; ‘a chance to talk, not just 
listen’; and ‘more time for participants to share experiences but in a timed 
and structured manner’. The last comment highlights a concern from a small 
number of respondents that while discussion is good there needs to be rules to 
‘ensure that everyone has a chance to be heard, not just the dominant voices’.

We acted on this feedback and found that 90 minutes works well. It allows the 
material to be broken up with longer break-out sessions and a short break. Since 
changing the format to 90 minutes, none of the feedback highlighted timing or 
discussion opportunities as problematic. We also invested in hardware such as a 
high definition camera, video lighting, a high quality headset, and a background 
banner to improve the overall appearance.

The tutor’s informal communication style lent itself to the creation of an 
encouraging learning environment. When asked what was most enjoyable, the 
tutor was frequently mentioned. She was described as ‘a very clear presenter 
and very easy to listen to’; someone with ‘a great approach’; and how she ‘made 
it welcoming and easy to learn’. Her ‘absolute passion for the subject and her 
passion for enabling more women to understand it’ were noted as was her ‘calm 
and measured style of teaching, giving all sides of debates’. 

There was no extrinsic motivation for participants to return to SHESchool in 
that they were not working towards a qualification. Yet many who attended 
the Introduction to Politics classes make up the majority of the attendance at 
SHESchool’s other events such as the practical and policy modules. We posit 
that this is attributable to intrinsic motivation, as evidenced by participants 
continuing to take part in SHESchool activities. Challenging Salmon’s assertion 
that it is unlikely that participants other than very experienced e-learners will 
exhibit high levels of intrinsic motivation at stage one (2013, p.54), our data 
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argues to the contrary. As well as repeat participation, the feedback urged 
SHESchool to ‘keep going’, with commentary such as ‘I can’t wait for what’s 
next’. We link the intrinsic motivation for participation in SHESchool to Stage 
Two online socialisation outcomes.

Stage Two Analysis: Online Socialisation
The second stage of Salmon’s framework ‘involves participants establishing 
their online identities and finding others with whom to interact’ (2013, p.45). 
Our data shows that this was achieved, even in the first set of classes where 
most of the critique around timing emerged. Partly, this was led by the tutor 
through employing the break-out room function of Zoom to initiate group 
conversations within the formal class time. However, in each of the five sets of 
classes, a practice emerged by the second class whereby approximately 50% of 
the participants stayed online for a further 20-30 minutes of conversation. This 
practice was participant driven, rather than being an intentional part of the 
learning design. The tutor remained on the call but was peripheral and acted 
to ensure everyone who wanted to say something had the opportunity to do 
so. It is this participant-led outcome that has most contributed to the intrinsic 
motivation for continuing engagement with the SHE programme.

Successful navigation of stage two of Salmon’s framework requires the tutor to 
provide a bridge between cultural, social and learning environments by creating 
an environment where participants can relate to each other (Salmon, 2013, p.56). 
SHESchool sought to achieve a balance between being a relaxed introduction to 
politics and delivering knowledge to a strong academic standard. A deliberate 
decision to ensure a conversational teaching style meant that although the 
material was largely scholarly in nature, no respondent indicated that it was 
too advanced. Instead, observations noted that we were ‘always treated as a 
group of intelligent women’; were ‘pleasantly surprised at the depth of learning 
involved’; and that they received ‘a practical (female) perspective on the reality 
of councillor roles and the challenges they present’. One respondent captured 
what SHESchool set out to achieve by saying that ‘the course went very in depth 
into how government actually works which was extremely useful and made it 
seem a little less intimidating’. 

The opportunity for participants to discuss the material among themselves 
was a strong theme in our data. Discussions were described as providing 
‘food for thought’; an opportunity to ‘hear other people’s views’; and ‘hearing 
contributions from women with valuable experience’. Respondents spoke of 
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enjoying ‘being part of a group of women with similar interests’; ‘chatting to 
the other women afterwards’; ‘getting together with other women with a similar 
aim’; and ‘a welcoming atmosphere to discuss topics’. Participants were keen to 
think of ways that the online experience could match face-to-face interactions 
as closely as possible and there were consistent references to being able to meet 
up ‘in real life’ once COVID-19 restrictions were lifted. 

Conclusion
SHESchool emerged as a response to COVID-19 restrictions and has become a 
successful component of the SHE Programme. An analysis of participant data 
conducted within Salmon’s five-stage model for teaching and learning online 
provides insight into the factors that enhance and detract from the online 
learning experience. Stage one focuses on access and a welcoming learning 
environment. Being able to forge a personal connection with participants 
through an email registration process was conducive to building rapport, 
although less efficient in terms of time than an automated application. A tutor 
with the ability to blend scholarly material with an informal style of teaching 
creates an intrinsic motivational momentum towards the relationship building 
aspects of the second stage of Salmon’s framework. From the participant’s 
perspective, the access element to online learning was unproblematic. What was 
of a key concern to them was a lack of opportunity to hear from each other. The 
positive learning environment created under stage one of the framework was 
significant as it allowed the participants to take the lead to address this concern. 
Their feedback prompted the tutor to amend the design of SHESchool events 
to more readily employ the break out room and polling functions of Zoom. 
More importantly, they also took the initiative to extend their time together by 
staying online after class to further explore class material that was of interest to 
them. SHESchool participants are well placed to remain connected both online, 
and face to face in a post-COVID-19 environment as a community of women 
seeking change in political representation.
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