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Abstract:

The expansion of digital technologies has
brought fundamental changes to teaching and
learning practices in higher education,
particularly in India where online and hybrid
learning models have gained prominence in
recent years. This qualitative study explores
student engagement in online and hybrid
learning environments by examining how
learners interact with digital platforms,
instructional  practices, and institutional
support systems. Drawing upon existing
literature, policy initiatives, and contemporary
practices in Indian higher education, the study
conceptualizes student engagement across
behavioral, cognitive, and  emotional
dimensions. The paper discusses how national
digital initiatives, such as government-
supported online platforms and institution-
level hybrid models, have influenced student
participation, motivation, and learning
experiences. At the same time, it highlights
persistent  challenges including  digital
infrastructure limitations, unequal access to
technology, reduced social interaction, and
emotional disengagement among learners. By
synthesizing insights from recent studies and
practical examples from Indian universities,
the paper underscores the importance of
learner-centric pedagogy, interactive course
design, and supportive learning environments
in fostering meaningful engagement. The
study contributes to a broader understanding of
student engagement beyond measurable
outcomes, emphasizing lived experiences and
contextual realities. The findings offer
valuable  implications  for  educators,
institutions, and policymakers seeking to
strengthen engagement and enhance the
quality of online and hybrid learning in India’s
diverse higher education landscape.
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Introduction

The rapid digital transformation of higher
education has significantly reshaped teaching—
learning processes across the globe, and India
is no exception. The widespread adoption of
online learning platforms and hybrid
instructional models has altered traditional
classroom practices, enabling institutions to
expand access, flexibility, and inclusivity. In
the Indian context, this shift gained
unprecedented momentum during the COVID-
19 pandemic, compelling higher education
institutions to adopt digital technologies to
ensure continuity of academic activities. As
institutions gradually transitioned from fully
online modes to hybrid learning environments,
understanding how students engage with these
learning formats has become a critical area of
inquiry.

Student engagement is widely recognized as a
key determinant of academic success,
persistence, and overall learning satisfaction. It
encompasses students’ active participation in
learning activities, emotional involvement
with the learning process, and cognitive
investment in understanding course content. In
online and hybrid learning environments,
student  engagement  assumes  added
significance due to the reduced physical
presence, increased reliance on technology,
and greater demand for learner autonomy.
While digital platforms offer opportunities for
interactive learning through Al, collaboration,
and personalized instruction, they also present
challenges related to motivation, attention,
technological access, and social interaction,
particularly within the diverse and resource-
varying landscape of Indian higher education.

India’s  higher education system is
characterized by its vast scale, institutional
diversity, and socio-economic heterogeneity
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among learners. Students from different
regions, linguistic backgrounds, and socio-
economic contexts experience online and
hybrid learning in varied ways. Although
national initiatives such as SWAYAM, Digital
India, and provisions under the National
Education  Policy (NEP) 2020 have
emphasized technology-enabled and flexible
learning, the effectiveness of these initiatives
largely depends on how students engage with
digital and hybrid instructional practices.
Therefore, examining student engagement
from the learners’ perspectives is essential to
assess the practical implications of policy-
driven educational reforms.

Existing literature on student engagement in
online and hybrid learning is mostly
guantitative,  focusing on  measurable
indicators such as participation rates, academic
performance, and learning outcomes. While
these studies provide valuable insights, they
often fail to capture the actual experiences,
perceptions, and challenges faced by students
in real learning contexts. In the Indian
education system, where infrastructural
disparities, digital literacy levels, and
pedagogical practices vary widely, qualitative
exploration becomes particularly important.
Understanding students’ lived experiences can
reveal deeper insights into the factors that
facilitate or obstruct engagement in online and
hybrid learning environments.

Objectives of the Study

The present study aims to examine the concept
of student engagement in online and hybrid
learning environments within the context of
higher education. In this context, the present
study aims to explore student engagement in
online and hybrid learning environments
through a qualitative lens, specifically, it seeks
to explore the key dimensions of student
engagement i.e. behavioural, cognitive,
emotional, and social. It aims to analyse the
challenges influencing student engagement in
online and hybrid learning settings in Indian
higher education institutions and attempts to
highlight strategies and institutional practices
that can enhance student engagement in
technology-enabled learning environments.

Online and Hybrid

Learning Environments:

Online and hybrid learning environments have
emerged as critical modes of education in the
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21st century, particularly in the wake of
technological advancements and the global
COVID-19 pandemic. Online learning refers
to instructional activities delivered entirely via
digital platforms without physical classroom
presence, while hybrid learning combines
traditional face-to-face teaching with online
components,  offering  flexibility  and
multimodal access to learning resources
(Heliyon, 2024; Schindler, Burkholder, &
Morad, 2017).

Online learning environments rely on digital
technologies such as Learning Management
Systems (LMS), video conferencing platforms,
e-resources, discussion forums, and
multimedia content. They provide access to
education regardless of location, enabling
learners to study at their own pace. Studies
have shown that well-designed online courses
can enhance cognitive engagement by
promoting self-directed learning, reflection,
and problem-solving (Prakasha et al., 2023). In
the Indian context, online learning has become
widespread across universities and colleges,
particularly after 2020, when institutions had
to transition to virtual modes. Research
indicates that students appreciate flexibility
and convenience, but challenges remain, such
as unequal access to devices, internet
connectivity issues, and limited digital
literacy, which can reduce both behavioral and
emotional engagement (BMC Psychology,
2025).

Hybrid learning integrates face-to-face
interaction ~ with  online instructional
components, allowing students to benefit from
both personal engagement and digital
flexibility. This mode supports active learning,
collaboration, and immediate feedback while
enabling asynchronous study to suit individual
schedules (Jeffrey et al. 2014). Evidence from
blended learning research shows that hybrid
formats can enhance all three dimensions of
engagement. Behavioural engagement is
supported through structured attendance and
online participation; cognitive engagement is
promoted by interactive and problem-based
tasks; and emotional engagement is fostered
through instructor presence and peer
collaboration (Heliyon, 2024).

Conceptual Background of

Student Engagement:

Student engagement is a multidimensional
construct that has gained prominence in
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educational research, particularly with the
growth of online and hybrid learning
environments. Engagement broadly refers to
the degree of attention, interest, investment,
and effort that student exhibits in the learning
process (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris,
2004). Engagement is recognized as a key
predictor of academic achievement, retention,
and overall learning satisfaction. Scholars
generally categorize student engagement into
three interrelated dimensions i.e. behavioural,
cognitive, and emotional engagement.

Behavioural Engagement

Behavioural engagement involves observable
participation in learning activities such as
attending lectures, completing assignments,
interacting with class-mates. In online
contexts, this includes getting into LMS,
participating in discussion forums, and
completing asynchronous tasks (Schindler et
al., 2017). Indian studies indicate that when
digital platforms are well-designed and
supported, students show higher participation
rates. However, engagement varies by
institutional type, socio-economic background,
and access to technology. Non-state higher
education learners often exhibit greater online
engagement than their state institution
counterparts (Prakasha et al., 2023).

Cognitive Engagement

Cognitive engagement reflects the depth of
students’ thinking, problem-solving abilities,
and self-regulation. It is demonstrated through
reflective discussions, critical analysis in
assignments, and the application of concepts in
projects.  Combined learning  designs,
connecting online and face-to-face activities,
have been shown to enhance cognitive
engagement by creating opportunities for
active  problem-solving and interactive
learning (Heliyon, 2024). Course design and
teacher interaction are critical in promoting
cognitive engagement. Well-structured hybrid
courses with interactive content encourage
deeper thinking and self-regulation among
students (Jeffrey et al.,, 2014). NEP 2020
further reinforces the importance of learner-
centric approaches that foster critical thinking
in Indian higher education.

Emotional Engagement

Emotional engagement includes students’
attitudes,  motivation, and  emotional
investment in learning. In digital and hybrid
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contexts, emotions such as enjoyment, stress,
or frustration significantly impact engagement.
Students report mixed emotional responses;
while flexibility in learning can increase
satisfaction, lack of direct interaction can
result in feelings of isolation and anxiety
(BMC  Psychology, 2025). Emotional
engagement is crucial for  sustaining
participation ~and  motivation.  Positive
emotional experiences support persistence and
meaningful learning,  while  negative
experiences can  reduce  engagement,
particularly in online settings with limited
instructor presence (Jeffrey et al., 2014).
Understanding these dimensions of student
engagement helps educators identify key
leverage points for intervention, such as
enhancing cognitive challenges, fostering
social presence, and promoting intrinsic
motivation. This conceptual framework
provides a foundation for exploring Indian
students’ engagement in online and hybrid
learning environments.

Discussion:

In recent years, student engagement in online
and hybrid learning environments has become
a central concern for higher education
institutions in India. With the advent of the
COVID-19 pandemic, universities rapidly
adopted digital platforms to continue academic
delivery, fundamentally transforming how
students interact with content, instructors, and
peers. Research shows that student
engagement in virtual classrooms is strongly
affected by various factors. Some of the key
influencing factors are intrinsic motivation,
perceived competence, and the flexibility of
learning environments. As per Prakasha et al.
(2023), students’ interest in learning and
perceived choice significantly influenced their
engagement levels, with intrinsic motivation
accounting for over one-third of the variance
in engagement behaviour. One of the most
noticeable drivers of engagement in India is
the widespread implementation of platforms
such as SWAYAM and NPTEL, which are
government-led initiatives to democratize
access to online education. SWAYAM
provides massive open online courses
(MOOCs) to millions of learners, supporting
not only learning content but also discussion
forums and peer interactions that enhance
engagement. Similarly, NPTEL offers open
access to high-quality engineering and science
lectures, enabling students across the country

Www.ijmsrt.com

DOI: https://doi.org/10.5281/zen0d0.18144783



http://www.ijmsrt.com/
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.18144783

Volume-3-1ssue-7-July,2025

to engage with advanced academic material
otherwise  unavailable in  their local
institutions. More recently, the launch of the
National Digital University (NDU) represents
a landmark shift toward fully online higher
education in India. As a central digital
institution supported by the Ministry of
Education, NDU aims to deliver academic
programs entirely through online channels,
providing broad-based flexibility while
challenging traditional notions of engagement
tied to face-to-face classrooms. In this model,
student engagement depends heavily on
features such as live interactive sessions,
asynchronous  discussion  boards, and
personalized support systems that help learners
stay connected and motivated. At the
institutional level also, several universities are
experimenting with hybrid models online and
offline learning to increase student’s
engagement. Goa University is coming with
selected fully online programs alongside its
traditional  courses, leveraging NAAC
accreditation to expand its reach while
ensuring quality and engagement. Studies on
hybrid education in India (including research
on “Education 5.0” frameworks) highlight that
such models can foster improved faculty-
student engagement and encourage
innovations such as Al-supported learning
analytics to tailor support to individual

learners. Singh, Y., & Phoolka, S. (2025).

However, there are many challenges still
remain.  Infrastructure gaps such as
inconsistent internet connectivity and limited
access to devices is obstructing engagement
for students in many area, especially in the
rural regions. Also the student’s feedback
often points to issue of isolation or reduced
social interaction. These issues are raised in
broader discussions among Indian students,
who recognize the value of online learning but
also the persistent need for social presence and
consistent  peer feedback to  sustain
engagement. To counter these issues, IIT
Delhi’s initiatives like ‘Virtual Labs’, provide
remote access to science and engineering
experiments is notable that demonstrate how
technology can bridge gaps by offering
experiential engagement opportunities that
replicate hands-on learning. Such innovations
show promise in maintaining behavioural and
cognitive engagement. Student engagement in
India’s online and hybrid environments is
being determined by a combination of
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infrastructure readiness, instructional design,
policy frameworks, and learner motivation.
While digital platforms have dramatically
expanded access and flexibility, meaningful
engagement continues to require thoughtful
integration of technology with pedagogical
practices that increase interaction, relevance,
and sustained commitment to learning.

Conclusion

This qualitative study highlights that student
engagement in online and hybrid learning
environments is a multifaceted construct
involving  behavioural,  cognitive, and
emotional dimensions. In the Indian higher
education context, engagement is shaped by
technological readiness, instructional quality,
learner motivation, and institutional support
systems. While hybrid and online modes offer
flexibility —and innovative  engagement
opportunities, challenges such as infrastructure
gaps, digital literacy variations, and emotional
barriers persist. For sustainable and inclusive
engagement, higher education institutions
must adopt holistic practices that integrate
robust digital infrastructure, supportive
pedagogy, and community-building strategies.
This will ensure that student engagement is not
just measurable behaviour but a meaningful,
enjoyable, and intellectually stimulating
experience, a hallmark of quality learning in
the 21st century.
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