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AABSTRACT 

 

Online learning is becoming ubiquitous, and increasing numbers of higher education 

providers use online delivery, usually managed through learning management systems, as 

part of their core business of education. A substantial body of literature exists in areas of 

online learning such as theoretical approaches or general principles of course design. 

However, there is little research that explores the user experience of online learners 

accessing their learning through learning management systems, and in particular, how the 

presentation or layout of the online courses impacts the learner user experience. As a 

result, online courses are often designed according to the preferences of the individuals 

responsible for their delivery, rather than as the end result of an evidence-based approach. 

This mixed-methods study sought to evaluate the impact of a course template, designed to 

create an aesthetic learning experience, on the learner user experience. The study was 

conducted in one college of a New Zealand university. Data was collected, using an online 

questionnaire and semi-structured interviews, from staff facilitating and students enrolled 

in first-year courses.  

Findings indicate that the use of a template that incorporated evidence-based design 

principles had a significant positive effect on learner user experience. Narrative was shown 

to be an important aesthetic construct, and the use of the aesthetic template was found to 

reduce the extraneous cognitive load of courses, increasing learners’ sense of engagement 

and, motivation, and self-efficacy. 

  



ii 
 

AACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 

I wish to extend my sincere appreciation to my supervisors, Dr Maggie Hartnett and Dr Peter 

Rawlins, who tolerated my foibles, guided me with patience and challenged me with kindness. This 

has been a long journey and it would not have been completed without your help. 

I also wish to express my gratitude to the students and lecturers who agreed to participate in this 

research. This study would not exist without them. 

And finally, to my family, who kept me supplied with cups of tea, I thank you for your support, 

patience and your willingness to give me space.  

  



iii 
 

TTABLE OF CONTENTS 

ABSTRACT ............................................................................................................................................. i 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ....................................................................................................................... ii 

TABLE OF CONTENTS .......................................................................................................................... iii 

CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION .................................................................................................................... 1 

Introduction ........................................................................................................................................ 1 

Research aims for the study................................................................................................................ 5 

Context and rationale for the study .................................................................................................... 6 

The background of the researcher ...................................................................................................... 7 

Thesis overview ................................................................................................................................... 8 

CHAPTER 2 LITERATURE REVIEW ............................................................................................................ 9 

Introduction ........................................................................................................................................ 9 

The nature of the user experience literature ..................................................................................... 9 

Definitions of aesthetics ................................................................................................................... 11 

The evolution of usability and user experience research ................................................................. 13 

Understanding the aesthetic user experience .................................................................................. 16 

Objective aesthetics and the user experience .............................................................................. 17 

Understanding the learner user experience ................................................................................. 21 

Chapter summary ............................................................................................................................. 28 

CHAPTER 3 METHODOLOGY ................................................................................................................. 29 

Introduction ...................................................................................................................................... 29 

Research questions ....................................................................................................................... 29 

Research methodology ..................................................................................................................... 30 

Mixed methods ............................................................................................................................. 30 

Pragmatist paradigm ..................................................................................................................... 31 

Research quality ............................................................................................................................ 32 

Context of the study ......................................................................................................................... 35 

Researcher bias ................................................................................................................................. 35 

Ethics ................................................................................................................................................. 36 

Respect for individuals .................................................................................................................. 36 

Informed consent .......................................................................................................................... 36 

Privacy, anonymity and confidentiality ......................................................................................... 37 

Research procedure .......................................................................................................................... 38 



iv 
 

The development of the template ................................................................................................ 38 

The development of the Aesthetic Experience Questionnaire ..................................................... 40 

Pilot testing ................................................................................................................................... 42 

Conducting the research ............................................................................................................... 45 

Data analysis ..................................................................................................................................... 46 

Quantitative analysis ..................................................................................................................... 47 

Qualitative data analysis ............................................................................................................... 47 

Chapter summary ............................................................................................................................. 48 

CHAPTER 4 RESULTS ................................................................................................................... 49 

Introduction ...................................................................................................................................... 49 

Initial quantitative data preparation ................................................................................................ 49 

Demographic information ................................................................................................................. 50 

The relationship between demographic variables and aesthetic experience constructs ................ 51 

Data preparation ........................................................................................................................... 52 

Age ................................................................................................................................................ 53 

Gender .......................................................................................................................................... 54 

Online learning experience ........................................................................................................... 54 

The relationship between demographic variables and overall user experience .............................. 54 

Age and overall user experience ................................................................................................... 54 

Gender and overall user experience ............................................................................................. 57 

Online learning experience and overall user experience ............................................................. 58 

The relationship between use of the template and user experience constructs ............................. 60 

The relationship between template and overall user experience .................................................... 62 

Quantitative results summary .......................................................................................................... 63 

Describing the user experience ........................................................................................................ 64 

Describing usefulness .................................................................................................................... 64 

Describing usability ....................................................................................................................... 67 

Describing learnability .................................................................................................................. 68 

Describing desirability ................................................................................................................... 69 

Describing credibility ..................................................................................................................... 71 

Describing narrative ...................................................................................................................... 72 

Chapter summary ............................................................................................................................. 73 

CHAPTER 5 DISCUSSION ............................................................................................................. 74 

Introduction ...................................................................................................................................... 74 



v 
 

The impact of aesthetic design on the overall user experience ....................................................... 74 

Aesthetic design improves perceived usability ............................................................................. 78 

Aesthetic design improves perceived credibility .......................................................................... 79 

Aesthetic design improves learnability ......................................................................................... 80 

The merits of an aesthetic design template for all online courses ................................................... 81 

Conclusion ......................................................................................................................................... 82 

Chapter summary ............................................................................................................................. 82 

CHAPTER 6 CONCLUSION ........................................................................................................... 84 

Summary ........................................................................................................................................... 84 

Key contributions of this study ......................................................................................................... 85 

Implications for practice ................................................................................................................... 85 

Limitations of the study .................................................................................................................... 86 

Future research directions ................................................................................................................ 86 

REFERENCES .............................................................................................................................. 88 

APPENDICES ............................................................................................................................ 106 

Appendix A – Semi-structured interview product reaction cards .................................................. 106 

Appendix B – Aesthetic template ................................................................................................... 107 

Appendix C – Invitation to students to participate ......................................................................... 108 

Appendix D – Aesthetic Experience Questionnaire ........................................................................ 110 

Appendix E – Participant information sheet ................................................................................... 130 

Appendix G – Massey University Human Ethics Approval  ............................................................. 132 

 

LIST OF TABLES 
Table 1: Participants’ demographic details ........................................................................................... 50 

Table 2: Participants’ experience of online learning ............................................................................ 51 

Table 3: Participants' programme of study ........................................................................................... 51 

Table 4: Cronbach's Alpha results for new dependent variables based on means of constructs ........ 52 

Table 5: Skewness and kurtosis ............................................................................................................ 53 

Table 6: One-way ANOVA results summary ......................................................................................... 53 

Table 7 One-way ANOVA results for template ..................................................................................... 61 

Table 8: Summary of template post hoc tests ...................................................................................... 61 

 



vi 
 

LIST OF FIGURES 

 Figure 1: Overall user experience ........................................................................................................ 55 

Figure 2: Cross-tabulation of age and overall user experience ............................................................ 55 

Figure 3: Box and whiskers plot of age and overall user experience .................................................... 56 

Figure 5: Cross-tabulation of gender and overall user experience ....................................................... 57 

Figure 6: Box-and-whiskers graph of gender and overall user experience .......................................... 58 

Figure 7: Cross-tabulation of online learning experience and overall user experience ....................... 59 

Figure 8: Box-and-whiskers graph of online learning experience and overall user experience ........... 60 

Figure 9: Cross-tabulation of template and overall user experience ................................................... 62 

Figure 10: Box-and-whiskers graph of template and overall user experience ..................................... 63 

 




