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Abstract 

 
Online learning has emerged as one of the most important new areas for research 

and development in the field of instructional technology. Using fundamental learning 

theory developed in distance education and traditional classroom instruction situations, 

online learning educators (including instructional designers) are using both new, 

technology-enhanced instructional methods and more traditional forms of instructional 

methods to incorporate social interaction in their online learning environments. 

Prescriptive design guidance should include a discussion of the specific situationalities 

(learning goals, values, conditions, and outcomes) that lead to the choice of one or more 

instructional methods in preference to other methods. Most existing design guidance for 

online learning environments does not address the conditions (an important part of the 

situationalities) that affect the selection of instructional methods, especially for methods 

that engage learning participants in social interaction. Using a case survey of many 

descriptive case studies, interviews with selected authors, and surveys of case authors, 

this study develops a “situationalities framework” that describes the situationalities – 

learning goals, values, conditions and effectiveness outcomes – that designers should 

consider when designing online learning environments. Preliminary prescriptive design 

guidelines developed from this framework demonstrate the usefulness of the framework 

for the further development of online instructional theory.  
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