Title: Digital Learning Environments and Student Engagement in Post-
Secondary Education

Problem Statement and Background
Proposal text:

Student engagement in post-secondary education has been a persistent concern for educators,
administrators, and policymakers, with disengagement linked to higher dropout rates, lower
academic attainment, and reduced graduate employment outcomes (Kuh et al., 2008; Tinto,
2012). The accelerated adoption of digital learning environments (DLES), including learning
management systems, synchronous video platforms, and Al-assisted feedback tools, following
the COVID-19 pandemic has fundamentally changed how post-secondary students interact with
course content, peers, and instructors. While considerable research has examined the effect of
individual digital tools on academic performance, there is a significant gap in understanding how
the integration of multiple digital platforms affects student engagement as a holistic, multi-
dimensional experience. This project addresses that gap.

Why this works: The problem statement opens by establishing why the topic
matters before stating what will be studied. The references in the opening sentence
are credible and specific, not just "studies show." The problem is clearly bounded:
it's about multiple DLEs and holistic engagement, not just any single technology.
The final sentence is clean and direct. For a grad-level proposal, this kind of
efficient framing signals professional competence.

Research Questions
Proposal text:
This project is guided by the following research questions:

1. How do students in post-secondary institutions experience engagement within integrated
digital learning environments?

2. What factors do students identify as enhancing or diminishing their engagement within
these environments?

3. How do students' experiences of engagement differ by programme type, prior digital
literacy, and institutional context?

Why this works: At grad level, it's common to have more than one research
guestion, but each should be distinct and answerable. These three questions move
from experience (Q1) to factors (Q2) to variation (Q3). That progression is logical:
you can't sensibly examine variation until you understand the experience and the
factors shaping it. Notice also that Q3 introduces three variables, signalling that the
study has considered diversity and isn't just studying one student population.

Literature Review

Proposal text:



The concept of student engagement has been theorised in multiple ways, ranging from
behavioural definitions centred on participation and time-on-task (Astin, 1984) to multi-
dimensional frameworks that incorporate cognitive, emotional, and behavioural components
(Fredricks et al., 2004). For this project, engagement is understood as a multi-dimensional
construct encompassing students' active participation in learning activities, their emotional
investment in the learning environment, and their cognitive processing of course content.

Research on digital learning and engagement has grown substantially since 2020. Studies
examining synchronous video instruction have found mixed effects on engagement, with
student-reported engagement often diverging from behavioural indicators such as attendance
and submission rates. Fewer studies have examined integrated DLESs, and the literature that
does exist has predominantly focused on STEM disciplines, leaving non-STEM and
interdisciplinary programmes underexplored.

Why this works: The literature review does two things well. First, it defines the key
term precisely and cites the theoretical tradition it's drawing from. Second, it maps
what's been done and what hasn't, identifying the specific gaps this study will
address. The observation that existing research focuses on STEM is a concrete
gap justification, not a vague claim that "more research is needed."

Theoretical Framework
Proposal text:

This project draws on Communities of Practice theory (Wenger, 1998) and Self-Determination
Theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000) as complementary theoretical lenses. Communities of Practice
offers a framework for understanding how students' sense of belonging within learning
communities shapes their engagement, particularly in environments where social interaction is
mediated by digital tools. Self-Determination Theory provides insight into the motivational
dimensions of engagement, specifically the role of autonomy, competence, and relatedness in
sustaining students' active participation. Together, these frameworks allow the study to analyse
engagement at both the social and psychological levels.

Why this works: Students often either omit the theoretical framework entirely or
tack it on without explanation. This example names specific theories with citations
and explains why those theories are useful for this particular project. The final
sentence shows that the two frameworks are complementary, not redundant.
Assessors want to see that you've chosen frameworks because they do specific
analytical work, not because they're famous.

Research Design and Methodology
Proposal text:

This project employs an interpretive qualitative research design. Data will be collected through
semi-structured interviews with 20—25 post-secondary students across three institutions,
selected to represent variation in programme type (STEM, humanities, professional
programmes), geographic location, and institutional size. Participants will be recruited through
purposive sampling via institutional gatekeepers. Interviews will be conducted via video
conferencing, recorded with consent, and transcribed verbatim. Data analysis will follow a



thematic analysis approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006), with coding conducted in two phases: an
initial inductive phase and a second deductive phase applying the theoretical frameworks.

Why this works: This methodology section is detailed without being padded. It
specifies the number of participants (not "a sample of students"), explains how
they'll be selected and why (purposive sampling for variation), describes data
collection procedures, and names the specific analytical method. The reference to
Braun and Clarke signals methodological literacy: it shows you know you're making
an analytical choice, not just "doing qualitative research.”

Ethical Considerations
Proposal text:
This project will require institutional ethics approval prior to data collection. Key ethical
considerations include: voluntary and informed consent from all participants, with the right to
withdraw at any point without consequence; confidentiality and anonymisation of participant
data, with pseudonyms used in all reporting; secure storage of recordings and transcripts in
accordance with institutional data protection policies; and particular attention to power
dynamics, given that participants are students whose institutions may be represented by the
researcher's supervisory team.
Why this works: This section is often missing entirely from student proposals.
Including it substantively signals that you understand research involves real people
and real responsibilities. The final point about power dynamics shows advanced

ethical thinking: the researcher has considered the specific risks of their study
design, not just generic risks of "research involving humans."

Timeline

Proposal text:

Phase Activity Timeframe

Phase 1 Literature review completion and ethics application Months 1-2

Phase 2 Participant recruitment and interview scheduling Month 3

Phase 3 Data collection (interviews) Months 4-5

Phase 4 Transcription and coding Months 5-6

Phase 5 Analysis and write-up Months 7-9



Phase 6 Revisions and submission Month 10

Why this works: A timeline table is one of the clearest signals that a proposal has
been seriously planned. Notice that the timeline is realistic: data collection doesn't
begin until after ethics approval, and there's built-in overlap between data collection
and transcription. The total is 10 months, appropriate for a master's project. If your
project is a PhD, your timeline would extend across 3+ years with more milestones.

What Makes This Example Strong:

Problem statement establishes stakes before identifying the gap
Theoretical framework is explained functionally, not just cited
Ethics section is substantive, not token

Research questions are sequenced logically

Methodology is specific and names analytical method precisely



