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This paper presents insights from an ongoing doctoral research project into developing a model 

for transmedia learning for work integrated learning in higher education. Transmedia learning is 

defined as a way to learn across different platforms, developing the students’ holistic 

understanding of the topic through collaborative learning, but also developing their own 

transmedia skills as a part of the process. In this way learning is a social process even though 

students may not be in a face-to-face classroom environment, as is the case with work integrated 

learning. The research focuses on developing a model for student learning that is based on co-

creation and collaboration, across a range of learning platforms. The study specifically 

investigates learning across learning management systems, some social media platforms, and the 

use of Massive Open Online Courses. Five key areas are identified for transmedia learning 

including informal learning, participatory culture, transmedia play, transmedia skills, and 

connectedness. This paper offers understanding of the research approach and highlights areas of 

study currently being researched. 
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Introduction 
 

Technology Enhanced Learning (TEL) in higher education learning is changing in ways yet to fully be 

articulated and understood. Transmedia learning is becoming a way to engage younger generations and allow 

them to collaborate with their peers. Some authors have pointed to how Millennials and Generation Z view 

learning and the changes taking place in their desire to access knowledge in more bite size formats, embrace 

blended learning, technology, and the ability to construct their own digital learning spaces (McHaney, 2023; 

Minarcin, 2020). These factors pave the way for a new way of learning - one that is more networked, co-

collaborative and peer focussed. Networks, and the resources now available to both educators and learners, have 

shifted the monopoly of the higher education institution as the holder of knowledge to a more collective 

availability of knowledge across the Internet. We’ve moved into a collective intelligence era where we can draw 

a lot of information on a subject from many subject experts - some qualified, some not, some peer-reviewed, 

some not, some valid, some not. The role of the educator is increasingly becoming a curator of this knowledge - 

drawing down on the most relevant and most industry-focussed knowledge to guide learners toward their career. 

Jenkins (2008) identifies this need clearly when he says: 

 

Collective intelligence is going to work best on a scale larger than the individual college or 

university. As such, the push towards collective intelligence is closely linked towards moves for 

distance learning and for open courseware. Yet, it may force us to rethink some of the models 

shaping our first steps in that direction. Most of these efforts start from the assumption that 

information travels from an elite centralized institution to a range of peripheral locations. 

Collective Intelligence, however, starts from the premise that information must circulate freely 

and equally among all of the participating institutions. 

 

This statement was made more than fifteen years ago and while elements of this style of learning has been 

happening for years in higher education, it is now we are seeing inroads into a more formalised way of this 

collective learning through transmedia learning. Transmedia learning is a style of learning that seeks to create 

communities of practice across different platforms and facilitate learning across these platforms. This is a part of 

both a formal and informal style of learning. There are a few definitions of transmedia learning from several 

authors that have been developed in different contexts of learning. Most recently Runchina et al. (2022, p.3) 

defined transmedia learning as the “processes of media convergence that encourage the active participation of 

users, who are considered prosumers (consumers and producers) of cultural/educational content, and these users 

are moved by their particular interests or passions across different media platforms to contribute to that 

narrative”. Fleming (2013) states transmedia learning “applies storytelling techniques across multiple platforms 
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to create immersive educational experiences that enable manifold entry and exit points for learning and 

teaching” (p.370). Raybourn (2013, p.9) defines transmedia learning as “the scalable system of messages that 

represents a narrative or core experience that unfolds from the use of multiple media, emotionally engaging 

learners by involving them personally in the story”. Transmedia learning builds on concepts of online learning, 

technology enhanced learning and even teaching with social media, but develops a strategic way to build an 

online community and encourage collaboration and co-learning (Tombleson et al, 2016). Transmedia learning 

differs from blended learning in that a transmedia approach deliberately uses micro moments of learning to 

connect with students out of the classroom and focuses on how students build communities as a part of this. In 

addition to this, in transmedia learning students are active co-creators of content (Tombleson et al, 2016). 

Blended learning is an umbrella term that covers a broad approach to the use of technology in education and 

how students learn (online, face to face, video etc) and may not focus on communities of practice nor co-

learning.  

 

Background 
 

This study stems from instructor observation of student dissatisfaction with the lack of regular face-to-face 

guidance when undertaking work integrated learning (WIL) specifically within a public relations higher 

education course. Campus based higher education offer many opportunities for students to engage in face-to-

face guidance, however the WIL experience is often completed in isolation to other students and is between the 

student and the workplace. In a bid to improve the perception, and learning outcomes, this study investigates if 

transmedia learning encourages student engagement with their peers and tutor during work integrated learning, 

specifically workplace learning. Two types of WIL are considered in this study. The first is based on students 

successfully applying knowledge and skills across a work placement duration and reflecting and demonstrating 

these skills in a professional report and portfolio. The second is students undertaking WIL activities within the 

classroom through simulation exercises.  

 

Work integrated learning (WIL) has been defined as a national priority in Australia to improve student 

employability and graduate outcomes (Kay et al, 2019). Many definitions of WIL exist but most seem to point 

to similar themes. Ferns, Campbell, and Zegwaard (2014, p.6) draw from several authors and state that WIL, “is 

an umbrella term for a range of pedagogical activities that are designed to enhance the integration of theory and 

practice.” WIL can be understood to encompass more than just work placement and authors define WIL as 

“placements, internships, practica, supervised practice and even simulations” (Smith, 2012, p.247). This study 

identifies internships and simulations as these are common WIL-related activities undertaken within the public 

relations course used in this case study. A significant portion of the study focuses on internship students (68%) 

and the remaining percentage (32%) focuses on students undertaking WIL activities in class. A student 

internship sees the student immersed in a work environment and a simulation sees the student immersed in a 

virtual work environment. Whilst a different experience, both have importance in the understanding of WIL in 

higher education.  

 

The study discusses the use of Massive open online courses as a part of the transmedia learning. Massive open 

online courses (MOOCs) and their use in education have been around for the last fifteen years (de Waard 

2015).  A MOOC environment is the space in which the learning takes place – that is, it is not dependant on a 

particular platform. A MOOC is a form of a technology-enhanced learning environment which has been defined 

as “instructional systems through which students acquire skills or knowledge, usually with the help of teachers 

or facilitators, learning support tools, and technological resources” (Wang & Hannafin, 2005, p.5). The use of 

MOOCs as a part of the transmedia learning delivery is important to this study because this research extends the 

use of MOOCs for a purpose beyond what they were designed. MOOCs are a key consideration in designing a 

course to be delivered across platforms. The theoretical underpinnings for MOOCs come from the concepts of 

constructivism, connectivism and connective knowledge (Conole 2016; Downes 2012; Siemens 2004). 

Connectivist learning places the learning responsibilities upon the student to shape their learning experience. 

The role of the instructor is to shape the environment for the learner (Siemens 2004). Many studies since the 

original COVID-19 pandemic have indicated the use of MOOCs have been useful in delivering a blended 

learning model (see Yang and Huang 2021; Goglio, 2022). MOOCs have seen such a resurgence that Wu and 

Wang (2022) went as far to call 2022 the ‘Year of the resurgence of the MOOCs’. They are an important 

consideration when delivering asynchronous and synchronous transmedia learning and the study has considered 

their specific use. 

 

Based on a literature review of research surrounding transmedia learning (Tombleson, in press), the author has 
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distilled key themes relating to how students learn which include participation, production, performance, 

informal learning, and world building. Participation relates to how students engage and become a part of the 

network through sharing, informal learning and being producers of content (Erta-Majo & Vaquero, 2023). 

Production is how the student is both a consumer and producer of knowledge and performance relates to the 

collaborative process that allows for sharing media (Jenkins, 2006). Informal learning and or play, as defined by 

some authors (see Alper & Herr-Stephenson, 2013; Dickinson-Delaporte et al., 2018; Herr-Stephenson et al., 

2013) is the ability for students to view the learning space as a way to explore knowledge, and world building 

(Jenkins, 2006) is understanding the nuance and difference between platforms yet understanding they all create 

a holistic learning experience.  

 

These elements of transmedia learning are explored in this study, to further define how to create a robust 

transmedia learning environment. 

 

Significance 
 

The significance of this project is both on a pedagogical level, and a theoretical level. There is significant 

research that has been undertaken on the value of work integrated learning (WIL) and to some extent transmedia 

learning, and yet none combine these concepts in relation to WIL. Similarly, MOOCs have often been studied in 

a separate form, rather than a part of integrated use of technology in transmedia learning. From a theoretical 

perspective this research develops and extends the understanding of transmedia learning of which there is a 

small but growing body of academic literature (Fleming, 2013; Raybourn, 2013; Runchina et al. 2022; 

Tombleson, et al, 2016). There is limited theory discussing the effectiveness of using a transmedia approach to 

higher education as Raybourn (2014, p.247) notes “there are very few integrated applications of transmedia 

learning in use today by researchers, instructors, or training cadre and therefore few examples of experimental 

data are available on its effectiveness” and therefore this is an area this study attempts to address. Studies 

completed to date (see Alper & Herr-Stephenson, 2013; Rodrigues & Bidarra, 2016; Dickinson-Delaporte et al., 

2018; Raybourn, 2014) all state future research opportunities for this style of teaching which is a distinct 

approach and different to online learning and blended learning. 

 

Approach 
 

The research uses a constructivism theoretical approach within an interpretivist paradigm as “individuals seek 

understanding of the world in which they live and work” and “meanings are varied and multiple, leading the 

researcher to look for the complexity of views rather than narrowing meanings into a few categories or ideas” 

(Creswell, 2012, p. 37). Social constructivism furthers the concept of individuals seeking understanding about 

their world, and identifies they are active participants in the creation of their own knowledge. This idea ties in 

closely with Habermas’ Theory of Communicative Action whereby ‘actors’ or students, seek to understand their 

role in relation to their participation in a social situation (Habermas, 1981). Thereby it is human interaction 

which assists with learning, and social interactions may increase the process of learning.  

 

The understanding of knowledge being socially constructed has strong linkages to transmedia learning and its 

focus on the participatory network of the learner. In addition to this, Habermas’ theory can be extended to 

understand that “learning is not fully controlled by teachers” (Dann, 2015, p. 402) and transmedia learning takes 

this concept even further, promoting the learning outside the traditional classroom environment and making it a 

participative process. Using Habermas’s theory of communicative action, a theory based on the interaction of 

subjects in a relationship, this study will argue the philosophical underpinnings of transmedia pedagogy can be 

linked back to Habermas’s theory due to its linkages to pragmatism and meaning being socially constructed.  

 

The following research question will help define this research aim:  

Does the use of transmedia learning enhance student connectedness to improve work integrated learning 

outcomes? 

 

The overarching research question will be addressed by answering: 

 

1. How is the WIL students’ experience of connectedness to resources, peers and supervisors affected using the 

MOOC environment? 

2. How is the WIL students’ experience of connectedness to resources, peers and supervisors affected using 

transmedia learning? 
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3. How are students’ learning experiences improved/not improved by use of transmedia learning and the 

MOOC environment? 

 

In answering these questions, the following research objectives will be met: 

 

• R01: Develop a transmedia learning model to improve the delivery of WIL. 

• R02: Evaluate the effectiveness of using a MOOC environment for WIL for improved student 

connectedness. 

• R03: Evaluate the effectiveness of a transmedia learning model in enhancing student connectedness for 

WIL. 

 

Methodology 
 

The research methods used in this study follow a social constructivist grounded theory approach and draw on 

interviews, as well as quantitative methods to ensure triangulation of the data. The richness of the insights of the 

data in this research comes from the in-depth research questions and discussions with students undertaking work 

integrated learning. Their narratives and experience with using technology, in particular social media, is 

important in understanding the value of the pedagogy and ensuring, as Laurillard (2008) discusses, that the 

pedagogy is exploiting the technology, not the other way around. A constructivist grounded theory approach to 

this methodology is important to understanding the data and the research follows the works of Kathy Charmaz 

(2012) and her understanding of grounded theory. Curtin University Human Research Ethics Committee 

(HREC) has approved this study (HREC number HRE2017-0597). 

 

Social constructivism was developed by psychologist Lev Vygotsky (1978) who believed you could not separate 

the social context from learning (Tu, 2000). Social constructivism differs from the idea of cognitive 

constructivism in that social constructivists believe social learning takes place first, and then learning or 

cognitive ability happens on an individual level after this. In terms of education, this is an important 

philosophical stance to understand and for this study, the researcher believes social learning is a core part of 

individual learning, hence social constructivism is in sync with the concept of transmedia pedagogy. Garrison et 

al. (1999) identified three elements essential to education including cognitive presence, social presence, and 

teaching presence and transmedia learning draws these ideas together for a strategic approach to engage 

learners. 

 

There are many studies in the field of education that support an interpretivist social constructivist approach 

using qualitative research methods as their main approach (Lee & Greene, 1999; Pennbrant & Svensson, 2018; 

Woo & Reeves, 2007). This study seeks to understand the experience of the learner and how connected they feel 

to one another using a transmedia learning approach. It is their experience and their narrative (through 

interviews) that will allow connections to be observed and enable the research to draw conclusions based on 

their reflections. It’s for this reason, an interpretivist constructivist approach is considered the most suitable 

methodology, but also most compatible with research done to date in the education field. Social constructivism 

has been used in work integrated learning (WIL) models (Ferns et al., 2014) and the reflective nature of some of 

the tasks undertaken by students in the reported research (i.e., blog reflections and simulation reflections) add 

weight to the fit of a social constructivist approach. It is acceptable to a constructivist approach that the 

researcher's experience will also shape the interpretation of the research (Creswell, 2012). This is an important 

consideration in this study as the researcher was also the teacher of the students, and hence shaped the learning 

experience.  

 

Based on the social constructivist approach to this study, the methodology uses the grounded theory approach 

from Cathy Charmaz (2014) which has links to symbolic interactionism and connectivism. Called constructivist 

grounded theory, Charmaz's view of grounded theory diverts from the ‘pure’ objectivist approach of Strauss and 

Glaser (1967) who define grounded theory as an inductive research process that involves qualitative collective 

of data and analysis to create a hypothesis and/or theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). 

The qualitative research includes a literature review of the key terms around transmedia learning, and primary 

data from in-depth interviews as well as narrative analysis of student WIL work using the constructs of Jenkins’ 

elements of transmedia and participatory culture, including barriers to expression, co-creation support, 

mentorship, contribution importance and social connection (Jenkins, 2006). These terms have helped shape the 

focus of the interviews, the main source for the qualitative element of this grounded theory study. An outline of 

the methodology is shown in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1: Constructivist Grounded Theory Research Design 

 

The key focus of this study is qualitative, however mixed-method research is being used to enhance the rigour 

and quality of the data. Interviews have been one of the most widely used tools in undertaking qualitative 

research (Creswell, 2012). Charmaz and Belgrave (2012) go further to say that in undertaking grounded theory 

research, the interview is one of the most common methods used for this particular methodology. The interview 

in grounded theory uses the act of interviewing to ‘ground the data’, that is the concepts for the research are 

built upon the coding of the data and then applied to build a theory or concept. Data and analysis may happen in 

tandem to co-build the idea of an emergent concept and further build on the direction of the interviews to gain 

more insightful data across time. 

 

Interviews were conducted across a period from 2016-2022 with students in the business school. As this study 

took place in a teaching context, it was important that students that took part in the study were undertaking 

learning in a transmedia context. This purposive sampling sought out students that had undertaken a form of 

work integrated learning either in a second or third year of study. Students that participated were involved in a 

WIL activity including simulations, work experience and internships.  

 

The interview questions were constructed from the initial literature review - that is, the research did form the 

grounding of the questions. The questions were broken up into four key sections around student connectedness, 

teaching resources, participatory culture, and transmedia pedagogy. The interview questions were considered a 

guide only and hence semi-structured in that if the student wanted to talk about something, the topic was 

explored in depth.  

 

Students volunteered to be interviewed and interviews were recorded for accuracy, then transcribed and 
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assigned anonymity. Students were drawn from two locations in Western Australia and Malaysia, reflecting the 

two campuses where WIL is undertaken. A total of 37 interviews were conducted. A breakdown of 

demographics is as follows: 

 

• 6 males, 31 females 

• 5 overseas students  

• 36 local students 

• 18 interviews were conducted face to face, 14 were conducted by phone and 5 were conducted via Zoom 

 

The methods of collecting data are as follows: 

 

Table 1: Data collection methods 
 

Data Source Analysis description Research Objective 

In-depth interviews (primary data) Qualitative: Interviews will be 

undertaken with students to 

understand the effectiveness of 

transmedia pedagogy and its 

ability to enhance student 

connectedness 

R01, R02, R03 

Narrative analysis including 

(primary data): student evaluation 

qualitative feedback 

Qualitative: draw out key themes 

in reflections to triangulate 

interviews 

R02, R03 

Online analytics using the MOOC 

platform (Edge Insights) 

 

Quantitative: Understand student 

use of site and materials and 

triangulate qualitative data. 

R01, R02, R03 

 

Insights so far 
 

Transmedia learning offers a unique way to ensure students are engaged and connected with their online 

learning. In a constructivist education model, such as transmedia learning, the literature collectively suggests the 

learning environment is an important element (Garrison et al., 1999; Seimens, 2005). In transmedia learning the 

power shifts to the individual and as the role of people, place and technology expands the formal learning 

environment (Masanet et al 2019). The role of the instructor, the role of the learner and the environment must all 

be considered, alongside the community both in the classroom, and outside of it. The way information is 

presented becomes a part of this so that learners can connect their learning across each platform.  

 

Student participants in the study have supported this notion stating: ‘But I feel […] each of the platforms 

delivered the same message in a different way, which then saw you interpret it in a different way, which I think 

was really valuable…Yeah, I think it was good that you had all of them [platforms] because they all gave 

something different in a valuable context. Yeah, yeah. Okay.’ 

 

Students also saw benefit of this from a learning perspective of their work integrated learning stating: ‘There 

were similar themes with I think it was good to see the whole variety that everyone was doing. Yeah. And that it 

kind of showed that no matter kind of what PR position you were in, they were all in really different industries 

as well, there were I think there were quite a few that were mainly in PR agencies naturally.’ 

 

These comments show two different benefits to the transmedia learning, the first in reinforcement of messaging 

in different contexts, relating more to the discipline knowledge and the second in a broader understanding or 

work placement and the roles of the industry. Connectedness was also a theme with some comments 

highlighting the transmedia approach did make them feel more connected to their peers as shown in the 

comment: ‘I wouldn't usually…continue my interaction outside of the classroom, like you continue to learn. 

Yeah. But I wouldn't usually interact with other people outside of the classroom, other than if it was a group 

assignment. But with this unit, we did. Yeah, I think I don't I don't know really how it happened. But the 

Facebook kind of was just became a platform where we all wanted to talk to each other about certain things I 

wasn't even expected or we weren't really asked to, but I kind of just, you know, happened. Yeah, I guess, 

because it's all like minded people. And we all have the same interest in the topic.’  
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Themes of connectedness continued with students identifying particular elements that made them feel closer to 

their learning, through the use of podcasts. As one student commented: ‘…I feel like even they were really 

valuable just even if you weren't talking about their assessments and stuff, just to hear someone's voice like, I 

feel like with the unit, obviously, we're not on campus here, because there's no point I was coming to campus. 

You feel quite detached sometimes. Yeah. So being able to just listen in to your Facebook lives and to your 

podcast. You just feel like someone's there. And you're not just by yourself. Yeah, I think that was really 

helpful.’ 

 

It's anticipated as the key themes are drawn out from the interviews and data, it will support the themes 

identified early important to transmedia learning. In addition, new insights from students will be observed on 

how this approach to learning has helped them develop a community whilst undertaking work integrated 

learning. 

 

Contribution 
 

While there are studies (emerging) on the use of transmedia learning (Rodrigues & Bidarra, 2016) and the use of 

building transmedia skills in learners (Scolari, 2020) more work is needed to identify a robust model for 

transmedia learning that enhances student connectedness and learning outcomes. Research by Scolari (2020) 

outlines a taxonomy of transmedia literacy skills however these are very much focussed on how students learn 

transmedia skills, rather than the use of a transmedia approach to learning. Recent research has presented a clear 

definition of what transmedia learning is however it does not approach the learning in relation to synchronous or 

asynchronous learning nor define the activities that are of benefit to the learner (Runchina et al. 2022). 

Understanding the student experience in relation to their online connectedness and use of technology is explored 

in this study to understand what the most effective ways are to offer transmedia learning. 

 

Smith (2012, p.248) highlighted what he saw as a missing “unifying evaluation framework that captures the 

essential, pedagogically relevant features that are shared by most or all WIL-type curricula” and while this study 

does not seek to present an evaluation framework, it hopes to address the transmedia learning gap in context to 

work integrated learning. A transmedia learning approach encourages students to put into practice their 

understanding of their professional knowledge, as a part of their learning – that is, engage across multiple 

platforms, be co-creators of content, make unique contributions and act as mentors to their peers. These are all 

transmedia learning concepts important in learning and teaching, but also important in the public relations 

discipline which makes it an ideal case study to use. This study will address how to deeply embed these 

concepts for improved learning outcomes.  

 

This research will seek to fill this gap with the goal to create a sustainable model suitable to deliver work 

integrated learning courses and beyond. From a pedagogical perspective this research aims to add to the growing 

body of knowledge on transmedia learning, and how it is applicable to develop robust work integrated learning 

environments. 

 

Conclusion 
 

Understanding how learners change to their environment is a critical part of learning in higher education. 

Students are continuing to evolve due to environment changes (i.e., the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic) but 

also due to developmental changes and preferences with younger demographics. Learning management systems 

have very much been focussed on a ‘one size fits all’ approach and their size and scale means there is little 

ability to be agile to current trends and learning styles. Transmedia learning provides space for agility and 

adaptability. Just as these skills become important for learners – the ability to think across platforms – so too 

does the approach to learning. Transmedia learning is deepening knowledge through providing different way for 

learners to create and access knowledge. This is a unique and connected environment that suits many learning 

modes currently in use including blended, hyflex, online and face to face. A strategic approach to transmedia 

learning allows for educators to deepen learning and co-creation is world-building and collaborative.  

 

Laurillard (2009, p.6) asks the question “how do we ensure that pedagogy exploits the technology, and not vice 

versa?” and it is this question that guides this research. More than a decade later, the technology has continued 

to evolve, and students have continued to evolve in their preference of technology. There’s a growing need to 

understand student preferences for learning and provide bite sized learning, as well as academic resources that 

have been provided for decades. Changing expectations of the learner, their ability to engage and their desire to 
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access information ‘where they are’ calls for higher education to adapt and provide knowledge across platforms, 

just as learners must learn to think across platforms. Transmedia learning can provide an engaging model for 

online modes as well as face to face, and most importantly, work integrated learning where students are off-site 

with no tangible connection to their university other than their learning management system. The model also 

provides agility from an instructor perspective where content and context can change suddenly. If the 

transmedia community is strong, a sudden shift to online (from a face-to-face model) has less impact on 

students. 

 

The key with a transmedia learning approach is in the core elements of participation, production, performance, 

informal learning, and world building (Tombleson, in press). Platforms that may be used in transmedia learning 

are likely to change over time (i.e, social media), and it is the learning across platforms that is agile and 

supporting a networked community where students self-learn, as well as gain knowledge through formal higher 

education. Transmedia learning aims to evolve learners to co-create, collaborate, and connect with each other.  
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