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Abstract 
The paper reports on the development of the online learning portal OWL (by the German Institute for 
Adult Education, funded by the Federal Ministry of Education and Research) aiming at a new 
approach for the professional development of adult educators. We are trying to answer the question of 
how to keep this heterogeneous group motivated to improve teaching skills in an online environment 
by building on Gilly Salmons Five-Stage-Model.  
The OWL space is currently in development and is planned to be finalised in early 2019. Therefore, 
we are reporting on the implementations but also take conceptual considerations into account. 
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1. Motivation and e-learning 
In further education, the teacher usually is in a strong exchange with learners. The teacher can react 
on students losing attention and motivation and has the chance to individually respond. Motivated 
learners enjoy learning, are more willing to accept challenges and are strongly engaged [1]. Since the 
OWL-project aims at contributing to a professionalization of adult education in general it is important to 
keep the adult educators that are acting as learners motivated and have a strong focus on the 
improvement of their teaching qualities. 
By looking at motivation in online learning environments two perspectives are relevant: First motivation 
by an instructional design and second motivation seen as a trait of the learner. Whilst the second 
element is difficult to approach due to a large heterogenic target group, the first element has a big 
impact on the design. The individual motivation is influenced by different basic factors [2]. These 
include for instance: active participation and interaction, fun in dealing with learning materials, variety 
and optional possibilities in the learning system, possibility for social interaction and many more. 
Above all, a lack of personal feedback and recognition has been proven to be a challenge in e-
learning [3]. 
Learners’ motivation is to be seen as one critical factor for the effectiveness of an e-learning-space, 
because it plays an important role for an effective transfer of knowledge. Furthermore, it should be 
considered, that intrinsically motivated learners are more eager to explore the learning environment 
itself [4]. That´s why regarding motivational factors in the e-learning process can help to improve the 
presentation of the learning content.  
 

2. The Open Webbased Learning Space (OWL)  
High quality adult education starts with the design of learning arrangements, which is usually done by 
the teacher [5]. As this is a sign for pedagogical quality, it is surprising that only a minority of adult 
educators in Germany hold an initial pedagogical qualification. This is due to the fact that no 
certification or formal qualification is needed to engage as an adult educator in Germany.  
Considering this, the German Institute for Adult Education asked 1,305 adult educators to express 
their needs when it comes to professional development [6]. 
Building on these insights, we are developing the OWL-space to professionalize adult educators. 
Focusing on pedagogical-psychological knowledge and skills as central competencies to the 
conceptualization, implementation, delivery and evaluation of teaching and learning in adult education, 
a main challenge of the OWL-Space is the necessity to transfer knowledge into action [7].  
The OWL implementation tries to address both types of learners, the ones who seek solutions to 
current challenges and those who obliged to further educate themselves [8], without hindering one or 
the other. 
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Therefore, the learning arrangements in OWL are designed along a twofold strategy: (1) along a 
situated learning approach based on action oriented goals for the intrinsically motivated learners that 
likes to tackle their challenges and (2) along competence dimensions based on learning goals for 
those extrinsically motivated learners that were told to professionalize [9].  
 

3. Using Salmons model to address motivational questions  
There are many different models on building a motivating learning environment. But what makes Gilly 
Salmons’ model that special, that the OWL-space is applying to it? A brief look into two other well 
received models helps to understand: Chan and Ahern, for instance, are transferring the Flow Theory 
on a classroom setting [10]. Their focus foremost aims at the instructional design of a learning 
environment. This is important but focusses too much on intrinsic motivation on its own. Keller created 
the ARCS-model [11] (attention, relevance, confidence and satisfaction) that creates a profound base 
for a motivational learning platform. Both models are missing the important aspect of learners’ 
differences. Salmon considers this matter by designing exchange possibilities and social interaction 
with other learners [12]. To consider the main parameters of motivation in the OWL-space, Salmons 
Five-Stage-Model provides a coherent model to base online learning design and activities upon [12]. 
The “scaffolding” model offers an idea of structured e-learning activities which have the purpose to 
create greater motivation, interaction and participation in e-learning courses. The different areas 
considered are building on each other. They are indicated as (1) “Access and Motivation”, (2) “Online 
Socialization”, (3) “Information Exchange”, (4) “Knowledge Construction” and (5) “Development”.  
 

4. How OWL builds on the Five-Stage-Model 
Setting up a web-based platform according to the five stages guarantees a minimum measure of 
motivation. Regarding the large amount of content and several different ways to approach the different 
participants’ needs, the portal ensures that users stay oriented and meet their individual expectations. 
In the following, the application of the model is taken into account both in the current state of 
development and in the future development of the project. 
 

4.1. Access and motivation 

As some adult educators are unfamiliar with online learning, it is important to show how to use the 
learning platform whilst already using the content that is interesting and relevant. When searching the 
internet for specific solutions the OWL-content can be found and used by adult educators. For saving 
their progress and getting further content-suggestions the participants are pointed to the possibility to 
register on the learning platform. With an extra “how-to”-introduction the benefits of the portal shall 
become clear und further questions of usability will be answered. The progress of registered learners 
is saved and can be seen at the dashboard where there is also the possibility to get help from an 
online-tutor.  
 

4.2. Online socialization 

In order to bridge between individual needs and achievements, learners have different options in using 
the platform. Learners on the one hand can develop on their general competences along individual 
learning goals or can choose a situated learning approach along their action goals. Whatever users 
choose, all progress and interaction will be tracked by the system for that learners can combine the 
different learning-strategies. Furthermore, the system combines all information in order to provide 
recommendations for next learning steps.  
To get connected and raise awareness of the heterogeneity of the target group, a general forum 
allows supra-regional and multidisciplinary community-building. By different types of assessments, 
learners that are at the same level and interested in the same topics are connected. The assessments 
are designed to lead the learners directly to the content that fits best to their needs and level. By this 
immediate feedback the self-efficacy of learners is enhanced, furthermore, users are socialized by 
being sent on the same mission [13]. 
 

4.3. Information exchange 

Interaction and exchange can take place in two ways: Interaction with the content and its included 
tasks and interaction with tutors and other learners.  
The content tries to take account of individual learning styles [14]. By using different and varied types 
of content and tasks, it tries to utmost the probability that users can learn in their preferred learning-
style.  



 

The renunciation of content-load and dividing the content into small units called “learning objects” 
(input material and tasks/exercises), should make it easy for the learners to get involved and 
exchange. 
The learning objects are arranged as learning paths. Although there is a pre-structure, learners are 
still able to decide whether to follow the path or to continue elsewhere. By tracking the activities, it is 
always possible to continue or reset an already begun learning path. By applying different degrees of 
difficulty, the OWL-space ensures that learners are successful according to their own prerequisites. 
Currently, we are facing the challenge to gain a critical mass of forum users. Without a regular and 
closely exchange the social effect of the forum might blow out. This means that especially in the 
beginning it is important to invest work to get the forum running. learning on the same content and 
sometimes working on tasks collaboratively gains trust in each other.  
 

4.4. Knowledge construction 

By a huge variety of tasks that promote critical thinking, creativity and practical application, the 
platform builds links to personal experience. From this stage onwards, learners should be able to use 
the platform for their individual reasons.  
The tasks vary between knowledge-building, reflecting and transfer. By this construction the learners 
build on their own internal representations of knowledge and are enabled to link it directly to personal 
experience. Therefore, the user is challenged on a balanced level by providing just the right amount of 
structure. Learners can choose whether to stop the session and continue somewhere else, to skip a 
lesson or to continue. 
On their dashboard, learners can see their progress and get recommendations for next learning steps. 
They can see if other learners respond to their comments and task-solutions in forums. This way, a 
kind of social basis is constructed.  
 

4.5. Development 
At this stage, the participants‘ responsibility for the learning progress is strong – for their own as well 
as for their group. Within that level of motivation, participants know where to find what they are 
searching for, they are eager to continue and require less support. 
Still, learners get regulated feedback about their progress, accomplished tasks and recommended 
next learning steps. Also, there is feedback at the end of learning paths about open and untouched 
content and tasks. Significant at this stage is that learners are learning independently and are using 
the social network within the platform to discuss learning goals and content on their own.  
 

5. Conclusion 

The Five-Stage-Model by Salmon establishes a useful framework for the OWL-space to enable 
learners’ motivation. All the stages build on each other and accompany the user through the platform 
which promotes the gain of motivation. Nevertheless, it is a big challenge to apply the model in pure 
form on our OWL-space. Different requirements make it difficult to meet all the needs of the model due 
to technical, didactic or social issues. It also is challenging to find a good balance between 
motivational but also evaluable tasks for learners. By gaining experience during operation, the OWL-
space can be improved constantly. This way, it has the chance to motivate its users best possible. 
Ideally this means to meet most of learners’ needs, adapt individually based on learning progress and 
ensure learners’ interaction with each other.  
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