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This research investigates online teaching strategies to reduce non-completion of online courses
by exploring students' emotional experiences and implementing support interventions grounded
in care ethics principles. Using action research across three cycles in an introductory accounting
course at an Australian university, this study investigates how teachers can effectively address
emotional engagement in online learning to enhance student engagement and improve course
completion rates. Student voices gathered through interviews, surveys, and feedback revealed
emotional patterns that guided the development of targeted interventions, including
personalised communication, time management support and extra assessment preparation
sessions. These interventions incorporated four key elements of caring relationships: attention,
responsibility, competence, and responsiveness. Data analysis employed thematic analysis of
qualitative data, supported by descriptive statistics of engagement metrics and academic
performance indicators. Findings demonstrate that care ethics-based interventions significantly
improved student engagement, academic outcomes and course completion rates. Students
recognised and valued teacher care, confirming that supportive relationships increase online
course completion. However, competing life responsibilities hinder students' ability to engage
with support interventions. The research establishes that effective online education requires
integrated strategies combining caring teacher-student relationships with institutional support to
accommodate diverse student circumstances and complex life contexts.
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Introduction

Online education has transformed higher education delivery globally, yet ongoing issues with student
engagement and course completion persist (Greenland & Moore, 2022). This study examines online course non-
completion through the lens of care ethics, recognising that addressing emotional experiences and caring
relationships is essential for supporting learning persistence and fostering adaptable learners in online learning
environments. Understanding the complex interaction between students' emotional experiences and course
completion through supportive relationships is vital for crafting effective retention strategies (Fanshawe et al.,
2020; Rowe et al., 2024).

Care ethics provides a compelling theoretical framework emphasising supportive relationships through four
components: attention, responsibility, competence, and responsiveness to student needs (Noddings, 2013;
Tronto, 1998). Unlike cognitive or behavioural interventions, this approach positions emotional experiences as
fundamental to student persistence in online learning environments.

The Online Engagement Framework (OEF) offers a theoretical foundation for understanding how students
interact with online learning environments (Redmond et al., 2018). Within this framework, emotional
engagement serves as a catalyst for other forms of participation, with students who feel emotionally connected
to their online learning experience demonstrating higher levels of cognitive engagement and academic
persistence (Martin & Bolliger, 2018). The OEF shares significant alignment with the Community of Inquiry (Col)
framework (Garrison et al., 2000), particularly in recognising the multidimensional nature of online engagement
and the critical role of teacher presence in fostering meaningful learning experiences. Combined with care
ethics principles, these frameworks suggest that supportive teacher-student relationships can provide a
foundation for fostering emotional engagement and increasing course completion.
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Teacher presence is vital in fostering emotional engagement and promoting resilience in online environments
(Caskurlu et al., 2020; Garrison et al., 2000; Martin et al., 2018). Effective teacher presence encompasses
relationship building and emotional support through attention to student needs, competence in providing
support, and responsiveness to their concerns, which reduces anxiety and isolation while increasing students'
sense of belonging (Dulfer et al., 2024; Kong et al., 2025).

Despite increasing awareness of the role of emotions in learning, limited research has examined how specific
teaching strategies can effectively address the emotional needs of diverse online students to help them
complete their courses. This research addresses these gaps by investigating the emotional experiences of online
students and evaluating targeted support interventions designed to enhance course completion rates. The
study aims to identify effective teaching strategies that recognise and respond to the emotional dimensions of
online learning through supportive relationships and to develop adaptable online learners.

This research was conducted within a fully online introductory accounting course at an Australian University
serving a diverse cohort of non-traditional adult learners, who are employed full-time or part-time, and manage
significant family and caregiving responsibilities alongside their studies (Greenland & Moore, 2022).

Literature review
Care ethics in educational contexts

Care ethics emerged as a moral framework that emphasises relationships, context, and emotional
responsiveness over abstract principles of justice (Noddings, 2013; Tronto, 1998). In educational contexts, care
ethics focuses on the quality of relationships between educators and students, emphasising the teacher's moral
responsibility to attend to students' needs and respond with competence and commitment (Noddings, 2013).
Tronto (1998) identifies four components of caring relations in education: attention (recognising and responding
to students' expressed needs), responsibility (accepting accountability for responding to those needs),
competence (having the knowledge and skills to respond effectively), and responsiveness (ensuring that care is
received and recognised by students). These components provide a framework for understanding how teachers
can create supportive learning environments that support student success, particularly in addressing emotional
barriers to course completion.

Research in traditional educational settings has demonstrated the importance of supportive teacher-student
relationships for student engagement, motivation, and academic achievement (Velasquez et al., 2013).
However, the application of care ethics principles in online learning environments remains underexplored,
despite the particular challenges of isolation and disconnection that online students face. The transition to
online learning environments presents unique challenges for establishing supportive relationships between
teachers and students, including physical separation, reduced opportunities for synchronous interaction, and
reliance on technology-mediated communication (Ong & Quek, 2023; Tackie, 2022). Despite these challenges,
research suggests that effective teacher presence can be established in online environments through
intentional communication practices, responsiveness to student needs, and the creation of emotionally
supportive learning communities (Richardson et al., 2017).

Online engagement framework and care ethics integration

The conceptual framework for online engagement developed by Redmond et al. (2018) provides a
comprehensive understanding of how students interact with online learning environments through five distinct
yet interconnected dimensions: social, cognitive, behavioural, collaborative, and emotional engagement. This
multidimensional framework acknowledges that online student engagement uniquely manifests compared to
traditional face-to-face learning, necessitating specifically tailored pedagogical approaches and support
structures (Redmond et al., 2018). When viewed through a care ethics lens, this framework's emphasis on
emotional engagement aligns with the foundational importance of caring relationships in educational contexts.

Previous studies demonstrate how these engagement dimensions interact dynamically in online learning
environments, with emotional engagement often influencing other forms of participation (Gu et al., 2025;
Martin et al., 2018). Students who feel emotionally connected to their online learning demonstrate higher
cognitive engagement and academic persistence (Martin & Bolliger, 2018; Redmond et al., 2018). This finding
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confirms the importance of emotional support mechanisms to enhance course completion rates and student
success in online learning environments.

Immordino-Yang and Damasio (2007) have established that emotions are not merely a background condition for
learning but are fundamentally intertwined with cognitive processes and decision-making in educational
contexts. Students' emotional states influence attention, memory formation, and recall, which are crucial to a
successful learning experience (Tyng et al., 2017). When students feel cared for through teacher attention,
competence, and responsiveness, positive emotional engagement enhances cognitive flexibility and problem-
solving skills, while emotional disengagement can hinder these essential learning processes (Pekrun et al., 2017;
Tyng et al., 2017).

Research has shown that emotional engagement is a significant predictor of academic persistence in the
context of online course completion (Guo et al., 2025; Miao & Ma, 2022). Students who maintain positive
emotional connections to their learning experience are more likely to overcome academic challenges and
complete their courses (Pekrun et al., 2017). These findings are particularly relevant to the present study's
investigation of student support strategies to help them complete their online courses.

Teacher presence as caring practice in online learning

The Community of Inquiry (Col) framework provides insight into how increased teacher presence can be
implemented as a caring practice to foster adaptable online learning communities (Caskurlu et al., 2020;
Garrison et al., 2000). From a care ethics perspective, teacher presence can be understood as a manifestation of
care, involving attention to student needs, responsibility for their learning and wellbeing, competence in
providing support, and responsiveness to their expressed concerns (Anderson et al., 2001; Thompson, 2018).

Teacher presence has emerged as a vital factor in enhancing emotional engagement and promoting resilience in
online learning environments (Caskurlu et al., 2020; Martin et al., 2018). Effective teacher presence extends
beyond content delivery to relationship building and emotional support, with personalised communication
reducing anxiety and isolation while cultivating resilient learning communities (Anderson et al., 2001; Dulfer et
al., 2024).

Proactive teacher involvement and timely communication have a significant impact on students' online learning
experiences, helping to create supportive learning environments that enable learners to develop resilience in
the face of competing demands (Caskurlu et al., 2020; Guo et al., 2025). Effective teacher presence creates
emotionally safe environments where students feel valued, understood, and supported, enabling them to
develop the adaptive capacity necessary for successful course completion despite external pressures (Cutri et
al., 2020). Hence, the strategic implementation of teacher presence supports emotional engagement and builds
resilient and adaptable online learning communities (Caskurlu et al., 2020; Richardson et al., 2017).

While previous studies have confirmed the importance of emotional support for course completion and that
teacher presence is an effective strategy to enhance emotional engagement, limited research demonstrates
teacher presence as a strategy to achieve course completion through effective emotional engagement.
Moreover, there is considerable scope for understanding the context in delivering this strategy effectively,
taking into account the diverse needs of different student groups in online learning environments.

Research objectives

This research seeks to improve online course completion rates and academic outcomes by developing teaching
strategies that recognise and systematically address students' emotional experiences in online learning
environments. The study explores how intentional teacher presence, demonstrated through targeted
interventions, can overcome emotional barriers that lead to course non-completion. Central to this
investigation is understanding that emotional engagement represents a dynamic process that can be fostered
through teaching practices grounded in care ethics (Martin et al., 2018; Noddings, 2013; Tronto, 1998). Rather
than treating emotions as background conditions, this research positions them as fundamental determinants of
student persistence and academic success.

Existing research has predominantly examined general online populations without addressing the distinct needs
of non-traditional adult learners who navigate complex competing life responsibilities alongside their
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educational pursuits (Greenland & Moore, 2022). This study addresses these gaps by investigating how
students' lived experiences can inform teaching interventions that respond to their specific circumstances.
Through this approach, the research contributes to understanding how care ethics principles can be
operationalised to create inclusive learning environments that promote academic success across diverse
student groups.

Research design

The research design incorporated three cycles of action research. Action research was chosen to emphasise
practical problem-solving and iterative improvement, aligning with care ethics' focus on responsiveness and
attention to student needs (McNiff & Whitehead, 2011). Each cycle followed the traditional action research
process of planning, acting, observing, and reflecting, with findings from each cycle informing the design of
subsequent interventions. This iterative approach enabled the researcher to respond to emerging student
needs and refine teaching strategies based on ongoing feedback and observed outcomes.

The research design prioritised capturing student voice through interviews, feedback and survey responses to
inform the development of teaching interventions. Teacher reflections documented intervention rationales,
implementation experiences, and their evaluation. The effectiveness of the intervention was assessed using
student engagement data, academic performance metrics, and course completion rates. Ethical approval and
participants’ consent were obtained from the university's Human Research Ethics Committee prior to data
collection.

The semi-structured interviews involved ten deliberately selected participants who had previously undertaken
the course, including both completers and non-completers, following maximum variation principles (Patton,
2014). The interview protocol explored motivation for online study, emotional experiences in online learning,
and perceptions of teaching support needs, with particular attention to experiences of care or its absence in
their educational journey. Interviews were conducted via videoconferencing, lasting 30-45 minutes, and were
transcribed verbatim.

The first action research cycle, conducted from February 2022 to June 2024, aimed to gather baseline data. The
second and third action research cycles took place from September to December 2024 (169 students) and from
April to June 2025 (212 students), respectively. Interventions were designed based on insights gained from
Action Cycle 1 and then implemented in Action Cycle 2. Following Action Cycle 2, the action plans were revised
based on new insights and subsequently implemented during Action Cycle 3. These interventions included
weekly engagement and academic performance monitoring, along with personalised outreach, additional
assessment preparation sessions, and individualised communication strategies that embodied care ethics
principles. Table 1 below summarises the types of interventions and their implementation timelines in action
cycles 2 and 3.

Table 1: Types of interventions and timeline

Week 1-6 7 8 9 10
Summative Online quiz No. 1to 6 Major Final
Assessment Assignment Exam
due
Teacher Weekly online quiz reminder Assignment Exam Exam
interventions due reminder | reminder reminder
(action plans) Weekly check on quiz completion and result, Assignment Assignment

personalised email to students submission result
check* check**
Personalised email to non-, low- Week 5 mid-point | Pulse check Email to Email based
engagers, phone call to non- check, Email to email, offering | students who | onthe
responders (each week before the non- and low- additional did not assignment
Census date on Friday, Week 3) engagers support submit results
Assessment bootcamp week 3 to week 9 (incorporating information of * and **)
implemented in Action Research Cycle 3
Time management support tool from Week 1 to 10 implemented in Action Research Cycle 3
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Data Analysis

The data analysis employed a primarily qualitative approach supported by quantitative analysis, focusing on
understanding students' emotional experiences and responses to interventions. Qualitative data from
interviews, student feedback and survey responses underwent systematic thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke,
2013; Creswell & Clark, 2017). Initial coding centred on students' emotional experiences, perceptions of teacher
care, and responses to support interventions, particularly how students perceived teachers' attention,
responsibility, competence, and responsiveness. Teacher reflections were analysed thematically, emphasising
students' responsiveness to teacher presence through various communication channels such as emails, phone
calls, forum messages, and one-on-one consultations. Additionally, the analysis included student feedback and
ratings of the additional learning resources introduced as part of teaching interventions (action plans), along
with teacher reflections on challenges faced during implementation, and observations of student engagement
patterns and academic outcomes. Quantitative data from engagement and academic performance metrics and
course completion rates underwent descriptive statistical analysis to identify patterns across action research
cycles.

Findings and discussions

The findings reveal students’ emotional experiences and show how teaching interventions effectively enhanced
their online learning experiences and academic results. The findings are organised into three main themes that
align with the research aims: students' emotional experiences informing interventions, the effectiveness of
teaching interventions in enhancing engagement and academic outcomes, and student responses to teacher
interventions.

Students' emotional experiences informing interventions

Students consistently reported experiencing a spectrum of emotional challenges throughout their online
learning journey, which provided crucial insights for developing targeted support strategies. Assessment periods
emerged as particularly emotionally challenging times for students, informing the need for additional learning
support during these critical phases. One participant described the heightened stress experienced: "I feel more
stress when it comes to assessments. It's quite stressful. ... ... Particularly when it comes to, like, around exam
time." This emotional vulnerability was further compounded for students returning to study after extended
breaks, as another participant reflected: "I would say, like | was quite nervous because | hadn't studied in such a
long time, so the time period from when | finished the high school and to when | started Uni was about 10 years.
So | was very, very nervous." These emotional experiences directly informed the development of additional
assessment bootcamp (preparation) sessions that demonstrated teacher competence and responsiveness to
student concerns, addressing academic preparation and emotional support needs.

The isolation inherent in online learning environments fostered specific emotional needs, shaping interventions
that focused on relationship-building efforts. One participant emphasised this challenge: "especially someone
from my background doing it all on my own with no support. | need that additional support." Students
articulated detailed requirements for supportive relationships that went beyond traditional academic
assistance, with one participant explaining: "it would’ve been helpful if | had somebody checking in on me just
saying, how are you going? We know that you struggle with online learning sort of thing." This comprehensive
feedback directly informed the design of weekly engagement monitoring and personalised outreach strategies
that embodied the care ethics through systematic relationship-building.

Students' positive responses to teacher communication practices validated the effectiveness of personalised
intervention approaches and informed their continued implementation. For example, students expressed the
motivational impact of supportive communication: "When I get direct emails or any kind of communication
from educators that is warm and friendly and encouraging, | definitely find it motivating to engage more with
the content." and "Just recently, | got two distinctions for assignment, and they [the teaching team] actually
emailed me saying, you know, like [sic] really well done on your grade. And that definitely motivated me even
more because | was just like, Oh, it's being recognised." These positive emotional responses reinforced the
importance of effective teacher communication in supporting student engagement and motivation. This
feedback guided the implementation of personalised communication strategies that embodied attention and
responsiveness through individualised acknowledgment of student achievements.
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The detailed emotional feedback from students also showed appreciation for well-organised learning
environments that demonstrated institutional care through competent course design and delivery. One
participant said: "/ had a couple of friends who have gone back and studied recently as well, and when they've
asked me about my [study] experience, I've said, online is better because they structure it really well." This
feedback confirms that students recognised and valued the competence aspect of care ethics when it is
effectively demonstrated through thoughtful course organisation and support systems, ultimately shaping the
holistic approach to support intervention implementation.

Effectiveness of teaching interventions in enhancing engagement and academic outcomes

The teaching interventions enhanced student engagement and academic outcomes across diverse student
populations. Regular engagement tracking, combined with personalised communication, established systematic
opportunities for early intervention, while demonstrating attention to students' individual needs and
circumstances.

Most notably, students who had previously disengaged from the course responded positively when teachers
reached out with personalised emails and phone calls. These communications fostered safe spaces where many
students shared detailed explanations of their personal and academic circumstances. Tracking their
engagement patterns afterwards showed increased involvement with course materials and participation in
learning activities following their interaction with the teachers. Students who were unable to commit to their
studies were advised to withdraw from the course instead of receiving a Fail grade on their academic records.

Assessment bootcamp sessions produced strong engagement and academic outcomes by working through past
assignments and exam questions. Conducted synchronously with recordings available, these sessions
complemented weekly content-focused classes while demonstrating teacher competence and responsiveness
to student preparation needs. The name ‘assessment bootcamp’ was deliberately chosen to attract more
attention from students.

Comprehensive student feedback and survey responses consistently highlighted the transformative impact of
these targeted interventions on learning experiences. Students provided enthusiastic responses such as: "The
session was exactly what | needed", "keep doing, this is great support for students like me" and "I find working
through similar questions one by one much more helpful than just learning via videos and content. Thank you."
These comments revealed how students recognised and valued the practical competence and personal
responsiveness demonstrated through these additional teaching interventions.

Feedback on these assessment bootcamp sessions revealed consistent and positive student responses
regarding the emotional impact of these interventions. Students reported significant improvements in their
emotional state and confidence levels, with comments including: "Really enjoyed today's session — thank you
for taking the time to help us", "It definitely alleviated stress" and "I feel confident with my assignment leading
up to the due date." These responses demonstrated how care ethics-based interventions effectively addressed
both the academic and emotional dimensions of student learning experiences.

Academic performance data also shows strong evidence of the interventions' effectiveness among students
who completed the course. The average course marks for course completers increased significantly from
67/100 in Cycle 2 to 79/100 in Cycle 3, reflecting a notable improvement that closely aligned with the
implementation of more comprehensive teaching interventions. The number of students who did not complete
the course also decreased from 36/169 (21.3%) in Cycle 2 to 34/211 (16.1%) in Cycle 3. This evidence suggests
that the interventions have a positive influence on students' academic outcomes, although more tailored
interventions remain essential for students facing more severe academic or personal challenges.

Students' recognition of caring practices extended beyond individual interactions to encompass their
comprehensive evaluation of the learning environment. End-of-course evaluations revealed significant
improvements in overall satisfaction, demonstrating a deep appreciation for teachers' approaches and
sustained support efforts. Students articulated how caring teaching practices influenced their learning journey:
"I'really like how she [the teacher] went above and beyond to make the course understandable ... Overall, these
aspects combined gave me the courage and confidence to be able to do the learning tasks." Another student
emphasised the importance of feeling respected and valued: "/ felt that [teacher's name] was very
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approachable, especially during the assessment bootcamps, she was always ready to answer questions and
never made anyone feel silly." These comprehensive responses validated how students recognised and valued
the holistic approach that fostered both online learning experiences and academic achievement.

Student responses to teacher interventions

The complex interplay between students' appreciation for teacher support and their constrained capacity to
engage with such support reveals fundamental tensions in online learning environments that extend beyond
institutional control. While students consistently expressed appreciation for teachers' proactive outreach and
support, competing life responsibilities substantially mediated their ability to respond meaningfully to these
interventions, creating multifaceted barriers to academic engagement.

Online learners face external pressures that compel them to constantly balance demands on their cognitive and
time resources. These pressures are most apparent through work-related challenges, such as increased
workloads, job changes, and the need to juggle multiple income sources to manage rising living costs. When
non-completers were contacted for feedback on why they did not complete the course, their answers
consistently highlighted employment pressures as the main factor. This pattern aligns with previous research,
which shows that online students often juggle complex roles beyond academics, demanding ongoing
prioritisation decisions that frequently place educational goals secondary to immediate survival needs
(Greenland & Moore, 2022).

In addition, inflexible assessment structures emerged as a significant issue within competing demands.
Deadlines often coincided with peak periods of work or family responsibilities, adding extra stress. One student
shared, "You feel stressed, you really feel stressed because | think you've got deadlines at work and you
deadlines online [study]. So you're trying to figure out which do you need to do first, because your work is your
work and those deadlines can't move." This reflection highlights the core tension between institutional
demands and the realities faced by online students. Inflexible assessment structures can unintentionally
increase stress and anxiety, affecting both the learning experience and academic success.

These contextual constraints operate beyond the direct influence of educational institutions and individual
teachers, representing external factors that shape retention outcomes independently of institutional quality or
teacher effectiveness. However, this recognition does not diminish the potential for teachers to provide learning
support that can enhance the learning experience and course completion.

These challenges align with the broader literature, which identifies the complex barriers faced by online
learners, including time management difficulties, and the need for enhanced institutional support systems that
complement caring pedagogical approaches (Darby & Lang, 2019; Stone, 2017). The capacity for caring
relationships to surpass structural limitations emerged as a significant finding throughout this research,
indicating that teachers’ care and emotional responsiveness can provide motivational support even when
students cannot fully engage in their learning. This finding aligns with care ethics, which emphasises that
effective caring involves understanding and responding to the specific needs and circumstances of individuals
rather than applying standardised interventions (Noddings, 2013).

Students demonstrate remarkable adaptive capacity in navigating competing demands, developing
sophisticated strategies that reflect both their commitment to learning and practical recognition of resource
limitations. Their ability to distinguish between caring relationships and rigid program requirements reveals the
intricate decision-making processes characteristic of adult learners in online environments. These findings
challenge traditional assumptions that equate consistent participation with academic commitment or success,
suggesting that adaptive and intermittent participation patterns can serve as effective self-regulation strategies
rather than signs of disengagement or lack of motivation (Zimmerman, 2002).

Students' ability to maintain emotional connections with their teachers and learning community, even when
their participation becomes intermittent or selective, supports research demonstrating the fundamental link
between emotions and learning outcomes (Immordino-Yang & Damasio, 2007; Pekrun et al., 2017). However,
the contrasting patterns observed between course completers and non-completers suggest that emotional
support strategies have different impacts depending on students' existing levels of engagement, academic
preparedness, and the severity of their competing life pressures.
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Despite the increasing importance of caring teacher-student relationships, the persistent challenges for specific
student groups reveal the limitations of relational interventions in addressing the complex barriers to online
learning success. Feedback from students who ultimately did not complete their courses suggests that needs
extend beyond emotional support to encompass more comprehensive institutional assistance, including
enhanced technological support, improved course navigation systems, and greater flexibility in assessments.
This finding reinforces the care ethics principle that effective care involves personal relationships and
institutional competence in addressing diverse student needs through systematic support structures (Noddings,
2013; Tronto, 1998).

These insights collectively support intervention approaches that prioritise relationship-building and emotional
responsiveness while simultaneously addressing structural barriers that constrain student capacity to engage
with learning opportunities. The implications suggest that effective support strategies in online learning
environments must adopt a dual focus: maintaining the caring relationships that provide essential emotional
support while developing institutional flexibility that allows students to navigate the inevitable tensions
between educational aspirations and competing life responsibilities.

Implications for educational practice

The findings provide several critical implications for the practice of online education. The research
demonstrates that teacher interventions can enhance student engagement and reduce non-completion rates.
The success of supportive interventions suggests that online educators can effectively implement teaching
strategies by systematically attending to student needs, demonstrating competence in providing support, and
responding to their concerns.

The effectiveness of proactive support strategies over reactive approaches emerges as a fundamental finding
that challenges traditional student support models. Students explicitly recognised and responded positively to
caring teacher practices, providing compelling evidence that care ethics principles can be successfully
operationalised within digital educational contexts. The observed relationship between early engagement
patterns and course outcomes necessitates early warning systems that identify at-risk students before
significant disengagement occurs, enabling educators to maintain consistent attention and responsiveness
during critical periods (Bafieres et al., 2023).

The research emphasises the need for support approaches tailored to diverse student demographics,
recognising the complex individual circumstances that characterise contemporary online learner populations.
The identification of diverse engagement patterns and emotional needs underscores the importance of
developing flexible, caring support structures that adapt to varying student needs while maintaining consistent
care ethics principles.

Limitations and future research directions

Several limitations of the current study warrant consideration. First, the focus on a single course in one
institution limits generalisability across different disciplines and institutional contexts. The specific
characteristics of accounting education and the particular demographic composition of the student cohort may
influence how the teaching strategies are implemented and received. Future research should examine
supportive approaches across various disciplines, institutional types, and cultural contexts to determine how
care ethics principles can be adapted to diverse educational settings while maintaining their effectiveness.

Second, while the three action research cycles enabled iterative improvement and responsive implementation
of teaching interventions, this timeframe may not capture longer-term trends in emotional engagement and
learning outcomes. The seasonal variations observed in student responsiveness to support interventions
suggest that longer longitudinal studies are needed to understand how supportive approaches develop and
sustain over time. Future research could track emotional experiences and the impact of caring relationships
across multiple course offerings or entire degree programs to provide deeper insights into the long-term
effectiveness of care ethics in online education.

Third, the reliance on student self-reported emotional experiences and perceptions of care may not fully
capture the complexity of emotional experiences in online learning or the nuanced ways students evaluate the
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effectiveness of teachers' support. While survey responses, feedback and interviews provided rich qualitative
data, future research could utilise more sophisticated measures of emotional engagement and care perception,
potentially including physiological indicators, detailed learning analytics, or ethnographic approaches that
capture the lived experience in online environments over extended periods.

Future research should also examine the institutional and individual costs of implementing care ethics
principles in online education and identify strategies for scalable practices across larger educational contexts.
While this study demonstrates the effectiveness of supportive approaches, questions remain about the
sustainability and resource implications of implementing care ethics principles at scale. Research is needed to
develop models for institutional support of 'teach with care' that do not overwhelm individual educators.

Conclusion

This research demonstrates that care ethics-based teaching strategies effectively address emotional dimensions
of online learning and help reduce course non-completion rates. The systematic implementation of teaching
interventions enhanced student engagement and academic outcomes. Students' emotional experiences proved
to be crucial indicators for developing support strategies, with early interventions being particularly valuable for
maintaining connections and motivation.

Caring teacher-student relationships function as protective factors against non-completion, even under
significant life pressures. Students recognised and valued authentic teacher care, confirming that care ethics
principles can be successfully applied online through personalised communication, proactive monitoring of
engagement, and responsive assessment support. Notable improvements in academic performance and
completion rates across action research cycles offer strong evidence for effective teaching strategies.

However, the study identifies limitations in which purely relational approaches are insufficient to overcome the
complex structural barriers faced by online learners. While caring relationships provide vital emotional and
motivational support, they need to be complemented by institutional flexibility and comprehensive support
systems that recognise the diverse circumstances of online students. The research underscores the need for
integrated strategies that combine personalised care with systemic changes to assessment structures,
technological support, and course delivery.

These findings establish care ethics as a practical framework for understanding and addressing challenges
related to online course non-completion. The study provides practical guidance for educators and emphasises
the importance of emotional responsiveness in online learning environments. Effective online teaching should
go beyond content delivery to encompass deliberate cultivation of supportive relationships that recognise and
respond to students' emotional needs within their complex life situations.
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