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Abstract
The aim of this article is to theoretically and practically justify the development 
of a future social pedagogue’s research capacity in the context of digital technolo-
gies. Practical implementation of a model for building social pedagogues’ research 
capacity within the framework of an online educational course can provide effec-
tive training of pedagogues in a digitalized educational environment and ensure a 
high level of pedagogical excellence. Approbation of the model was carried out 
on bachelor students majoring in Social Pedagogy and Self-Knowledge and taking 
an online Scientific Research Organization and Planning course in the Pavlodar 
Pedagogical University (Kazakhstan). The course was held from September to De-
cember 2020 on the Moodle learning platform, one of the most popular for the 
purposes of e-learning. The communication part of the course was supported by 
the social networking features of Facebook. In total, the educational experiment 
encompassed 52 students. Their thorough examination enabled the conclusion that 
research capacity brings proficient results in creative, innovative, communication, 
leadership, pedagogical, and digital activities, and thus remains an important com-
ponent of pedagogical excellence. Thus, it can be stated that the integration of 
digital tools and platforms, along with the creation of multimedia learning content 
and the introduction of research methods and structured research practice into the 
students’ education, allows for an effective research learning practice. The results of 
the students’ end-of-course survey identified factors that had a significant influence 
on the effectiveness of research activities in online learning, namely the quality 
of the digital platform, structured research practice, active learning opportunities, 
pedagogical excellence, effective communication, and personalization.

Keywords  Digital learning platforms · e-learning · Online course · Pedagogical 
excellence · Research capacity
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1  Introduction

The education of the 21st century is witnessing a gradual shift of learning activities 
from a traditional teacher-centered approach to a more constructivist one oriented 
toward students. Under such conditions, knowledge is actively constructed through 
meaningful learning experiences gained in self-directed and personalized learn-
ing practices enabled by digital technologies and pedagogical innovations (Sailin 
& Mahmor, 2018). Modern digital technologies open up excellent opportunities for 
ensuring constructive social interaction (Greenhow & Askari, 2017), improving col-
lective learning, offering more learning flexibility and personalization, and making it 
more student-centered (Zidoun et al., 2019). Correspondingly, their application may 
become a useful aid for individuals designing the educational process of the 21st 
century.

In this day and age, students’ learning and digital pedagogy are inextricably linked 
and driven by such characteristics as efficiency, quality, intensity, personalization, 
and adaptation. The purpose of the digital transformation of education and digital 
pedagogy, in particular, is to create non-standard algorithms for solving traditional 
pedagogical tasks as well as forming and developing an innovative learning process 
based on digital intelligence, big data, and distributed computing. These innovations 
effectively contribute to the development of individual learning trajectory, implemen-
tation of adaptive learning systems and algorithms, maintenance of digital records of 
students’ progress, and development of dedicated systems allowing one to assess and 
control students’ progress (with detailing and specialization of different levels) and 
measure the degree of development of student’s necessary competencies (Toktarova 
& Semenova, 2020). Modern information and communication technologies have 
enormous potential. The two-way communication allows each learning process par-
ticipant to actively work, interact, and cooperate with others (Velichová et al., 2020). 
The integration of digital technologies into the learning process can support active 
and meaningful learning by presenting opportunities for authentic learning through 
exploratory experimentation or experiential learning (Sailin & Mahmor, 2017).

In recent times, research capabilities have attracted burning interest among aca-
demics and practitioners. At the core, research capability refers to an ability to con-
duct good-quality research in a professional field (Caingcoy, 2020). Research is an 
important tool for national and global progress (Tamban & Maningas, 2020). And the 
level of education of people involved in such intellectual work as well as their skills 
and general qualifications, play a critical role here. The public knowledge involved 
in technological, information, and communication systems forms the national intel-
lectual capacity conditionally divided into realized and unrealized. As time passes, 
the realized capacity is converted into intellectual capital through a transfer to an 
intellectual product created by professionals and is recognized as part of intellectual 
property. The capacity that exists in an unrealized form is the body of knowledge 
and skills of professionals not involved in the production process. The development 
of this capacity is influenced by the educational system (Miethlich et al., 2020). 
Developments in science and technology are posing new socio-economic challenges 
that are becoming increasingly complex and diverse. Consequently, consciously or 
unconsciously, everyone is required to be more creative in dealing with the various 
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rapidly evolving life problems. Higher education should foster the comprehensive 
development of scientific knowledge, skills, and creativity of students during the 
learning to develop the ability to critically analyze real-world problems and find pos-
sible creative and innovative solutions (Zainuddin et al., 2020).

Research is widely recognized as a key element of professional training for both 
future social pedagogues and their instructors. Yet, despite its importance, research 
in pedagogical education is often criticized and challenged (Murray & Vanassche, 
2019). Pedagogical training usually represents an articulated discourse about the pro-
fession of an educator with a relatively weak and adapted research base. Though, it 
cannot be regarded as research-based only because of the fact that future social peda-
gogues write an evidence-based student thesis. Instead, their whole training needs 
to be developed within the concept of research-based education, taking into account 
the course content, its research base, and the current learning models. This approach 
will allow future pedagogues to reflect on and be thoughtful about the demands of an 
ever-changing environment and adapt easily to innovative shifts in the educational 
system (Alvunger & Wahlström, 2018).

An essential part of pedagogical excellence is research capacity, which is the abil-
ity to successfully achieve the goals of research activities in the learning process. 
Such capacity can be developed through the accumulation of research experience 
(Manongsong & Panopio, 2018), which requires applying acquired knowledge and 
skills to produce first-grade results. Research capacity-building actions should be 
seen as a directed form of professional development (or learning) for pedagogues as 
independent practitioners and professional community members (Murray & Vanass-
che, 2019). Increasing the research capacity of educators implies a change in their 
professional profiles, including a change in the working repertoire of knowledge that 
enables a person to perform prior professional tasks (Griffioen, 2020).

Improving the capacity of educators to meet the demands of educational inno-
vation is both a goal and a motivation and is referred to as one of the most crucial 
success factors in the renewal of the educational system. Therefore, it is necessary 
to focus on educating social pedagogues in the following areas: professional ethics; 
learning capacity; program development capacity; research capacity; social engage-
ment capacity; ability to provide education, science, and technology transfer ser-
vices; capacity for international cooperation in higher education with an emphasis on 
the ability to elaborate teacher training and general education programs directed on 
the development of students’ integrated pedagogical competence while combining 
theory and practice (Phunga et al., 2020).

This study aimed to theoretically and practically justify the need for the devel-
opment of the research capacity of a future social pedagogue in the context of 
digitalization.

For this goal achievement, the following objectives are to be attained:

	● determine the theoretical foundations for the development of the research capac-
ity of a future social pedagogue in the context of e-learning;

	● work out a model for developing the research capacity of a future social peda-
gogue within the structure of an online course;
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	● test the model for developing the research capacity of a social pedagogue in an 
online environment;

	● define the factors influencing the effectiveness of research activities of future 
social pedagogues in the process of e-learning.

2  Materials and methods

2.1  Theoretical framework

2.1.1  The structure of the social pedagogue’s capacity

The nature of knowing and learning is the ground for understanding how learning 
communities behave and create new knowledge. To date, numerous theoretical foun-
dations of knowledge construction and research capacity building have been created, 
including social learning, problem-based learning, situated learning, and knowledge 
management (Robinson et al., 2020). By and large, learning is a collaborative effort 
directed toward solving problems related to the actual design, assigning indepen-
dent repetitive tasks, and creating a social environment by means of group interac-
tion under the constructivist approach. Constructivism, in turn, is a student-oriented 
way of education that underlines that students construct their knowledge by linking 
new information with the existing one. According to constructivist learning theory, 
learning is defined as the creation of relationships between new knowledge and prior 
experience. Students meet their learning needs, achieve their learning goals, solve 
problems under the guidance of an educator using different resources and tools, sup-
port each other as a group (Korucu & Atun, 2017), and hence, accumulate personal 
pedagogical capacity.

The problem of teacher education and training primarily concerns the relationship 
between professional and pedagogical competence. One of the important elements on 
which educators build their professional identity is their pedagogical role in the learn-
ing process. The teacher’s role is never unambiguously defined but influenced by 
many internal and external factors. Internal factors influence the social pedagogue’s 
perception of themselves as a participant in the learning process. In parallel, external 
ones incorporate attitudes and expectations about the pedagogue’s role that arise from 
students, parents, colleagues, academic administration, and the public. Both types of 
factors are weighty for the teacher’s professional identity. The internal factors that 
influence the understanding of the social pedagogue’s role are created by pedagogues 
themselves and can be divided into two categories: educator’s beliefs about what role 
is important and educator’s expectations about their role (Makovec, 2018). In addi-
tion to the aforementioned factors, there are also individual psychological character-
istics such as research orientation or preference for research, extrinsic and intrinsic 
motivation, research confidence or self-efficacy, and a desire for achievement and 
recognition, which have a substantial impact on teaching quality (Heng et al., 2020).

Pedagogical capacity is a type of competence summarizing the elements which 
have an integral relationship with each other, including knowledge, skills, personal 

Education and Information Technologies (2022) 27:6947–69666950



1 3

Fi
g.

 1
 T

he
 st

ru
ct

ur
e 

of
 a

 so
ci

al
 p

ed
ag

og
ue

’s
 c

ap
ac

ity
. (

So
ur

ce
: D

ev
el

op
ed

 b
y 

th
e 

au
th

or
)

 

Education and Information Technologies (2022) 27:6947–6966 6951



1 3

qualities, methods, manners, and qualities of a pedagogue, and constituting internal 
capabilities and conditions which ensure a high level of pedagogical work (Phunga et 
al., 2020). The category ‘capacity’ should be considered as a set of tools, foundations, 
and sources used for certain purposes. It is related to the level of the ability to perform 
a certain action or function. In humanities and social pedagogy, the term ‘capacity’ 
typically refers to human resources, reserves, or capabilities. Figure 1 presents the 
structure of the pedagogical capacity of a future social pedagogue.

The complex capacity of a social pedagogue consists of seven interrelated elements 
that determine the pedagogical excellence of an educator, including innovative, intel-
lectual, creative, communicative, emotional-moral, research, and professional-peda-
gogical capacity. The elements of pedagogical capacity are formed and developed in 
synergy and interdependence.

2.1.2  The role of digital technologies in the system of development of professional 
competencies of future social pedagogues

The modern stage of socio-economic development of the world is characterized by 
the movement toward a digital society through the development of the digital econ-
omy, which implies the transformation of the entire system of production and service 
provision with the help of information and communication technologies (Toktarova 
& Semenova, 2020). Digital technologies have changed the content of many com-
mon concepts, such as government, commerce, democracy, and learning, thereby 
providing the public with new concepts created through the prefix ‘e’ (Sivalingam et 
al., 2018). Special attention should also be paid to the problems of developing digi-
tal literacy in technical, vocational, and higher education (Narikbaeva & Savenkov, 
2016).

At the same time, the increasing penetration of internet services, and especially 
social media, has grammatically improved the digital literacy of people. Cloud com-
puting, the Internet of Things, virtual reality, interactive touch screens, 3D printing, 
e-learning solutions, open-source mobile applications, and high-speed communica-
tions have made digital technologies interactive and user-friendly (Ahmad et al., 
2020). As a result, in the 21st century, digital technology has become a major factor 
in economic development. Particularly this stimulated the Republic of Kazakhstan 
to introduce the Digital Kazakhstan program on 12 December 2017, the central aims 
of which were to accelerate the development of the Republic’s economy, improve 
the quality of life of the population in the short and long terms, and provide a devel-
opment trajectory for the economy of Kazakhstan to develop digital technologies 
further.

The digital transformation of education systems at all levels has allowed incor-
porating a new teaching-learning ecosystem called e-learning. The concept of 
e-learning is a technology-mediated learning approach of great potential from the 
educational perspective (Valverde-Berrocoso et al., 2020). It is widely used by educa-
tional institutions to support the learning process and provide students with access to 
educational materials at any time (Selviandro & Hasibuan, 2013). The integration of 
technologies into the learning process has led to the need to disseminate digital learn-
ing methods in teacher training environments. E-learning uses different technological 
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tools to access and provide information over the internet, making teaching and learn-
ing more effective by improving the quality of interaction and helping educators and 
students achieve educational goals. As of today, there is a wide range of e-learning 
tools providing students with the opportunity to create their digital environment and 
learn according to their personal needs (Gupta, 2019).

The development of e-learning has led to the emergence of innovative features 
aimed at helping educators and students in learning. The cloud-based online services 
segment has become extremely appealing for various educational institutions due 
to such useful features as geographical distribution, cost-effectiveness of automated 
systems, and associated open-source software (Hussein & Hilmi, 2020). The educa-
tor in e-learning becomes a leader of collective knowledge creation supported by a 
learning portal based on cloud computing and artificial intelligence. This means that 
the educator’s position is to lead a forum for collaborative learning and sharing, using 
the cloud as a resource provider (Hendradi et al., 2019). By strengthening the con-
nection between students and educators, cloud-based education services make it pos-
sible to create live and interactive learning platforms, work in groups, and implement 
more effective and innovative teaching methods (Naveed & Ahmad, 2019). At pres-
ent, cloud computing technologies are mainly represented by money-saving services 
allowing high-quality training. Besides, knowledge management systems that rely 
on technological infrastructure are viable for continuous knowledge accumulation, 
processing, and transfer (Liu et al., 2020).

Currently, the main objective of pedagogical education is to train techno-educators 
who are capable of developing and implementing digital pedagogy. Educators should 
be able to integrate technology into instruction by understanding their role in tech-
nology-oriented classrooms and developing skills to use web-based technologies in 
practice (Dangwal & Srivastava, 2016). Therefore, it is predicted that a new genera-
tion of pedagogical methodologies and teaching and learning approaches will focus 
predominantly on the individuality of students, and social media will be a central 
means of the personalization process. Integrating social media into the institutional 
structures of education is expected to create individualized and easily adaptable aca-
demic pathways toward meeting the needs of each student. By maintaining a clear 
structure of curricular-based learning goals and combining them with new ways of 
digital control of the educational process and learning experience will enable improv-
ing the quality and fruitfulness of education and, at the same time, positively influ-
ence students’ motivation (Cunha et al., 2020).

2.2  Research design and sampling

Given the relevance of research activities in the process of training future social 
pedagogues, a model for building social pedagogues’ research capacity within the 
framework of an online educational course was developed (Fig. 2).

Organizing high-quality and effective research activities for students in an e-learn-
ing format presupposed the four steps to be taken:

1)	 integration of digital tools and platforms into the structure of learning activities;
2)	 development of multimedia learning content;
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3)	 development of a structured research practice;
4)	 introduction of research methods into the student’s educational activities.

In turn, students’ research activities in an online environment were carried out in the 
following sequence of steps:

	● setting personal goals and objectives of the research practice;
	● studying the theoretical educational material;
	● gradual implementation of the research part of the learning activity with clear 

guidance and instruction;
	● development of research projects and their testing in the online environment;

The development of future social pedagogues’ research capacity takes place in paral-
lel with the acquisition of research experience, which is formed by first-grade results 
in creative, innovation, communication, leadership, pedagogical, and digital activi-
ties. Practical implementation of the model for building social pedagogues’ research 
capacity within an online educational course is believed to assure high-level prepara-
tion of future pedagogues in the digitalized educational environment and contribute 
to the development of their pedagogical excellence.

Approbation of the model was carried out on the example of bachelor students 
majoring in Social Pedagogy and Self-Knowledge and taking the Scientific Research 
Organization and Planning course in the Pavlodar Pedagogical University (Kazakh-
stan). Overall, the experimental training enrolled 52 individuals who gave their con-
sent for the personal data processing and survey results publication. The structure of 
the study group is presented in Table 1.

The Scientific Research Organization and Planning course took place from Sep-
tember to December 2020 on Moodle, one of the most popular platforms for e-learn-
ing. The communication part of the course was carried out by means of the social 
networking features of Facebook. In order to identify the factors that exert the most 
significant influence on the effectiveness of research activities of future social peda-
gogues in e-learning, it was decided to end the course with a joint online discussion.

Experiment participants’ surveys were developed and carried out using the capa-
bilities of the Survio online platform (2021). This particular choice can be explained 
by the fact that the platform provides an opportunity to create questionnaires and 

Table 1  The structure of the study group
Group Number of students Educational program University
SpiS—21 10 6В01810—Social Pedagogy 

and Self-Knowledge
Pavlodar 
Peda-
gogical 
University

SPiS—21c 1
SPiS—22 3
SPiS—32 5
SPiS—32c 2
SPiS—31 6
SPiS—41 14
SPiS—42 11
Total: 52
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share them with other people via Facebook. The creation of forms to be filled was 
done using available templates from the Survio database.

2.3  Research limitations

Since the educational experiment was carried out within the Scientific Research Orga-
nization and Planning course, the thematic purpose of which was to instill research 
skills in future social pedagogues, the proposed model was limited to the course con-
cept. In view of this, the effectiveness of the model for developing students’ research 
capacity in online learning should be further explored within the framework of a 
comprehensive teacher development program.

3  Results

At the end of the educational course, students were asked to complete a specially pre-
pared questionnaire to assess the individual performance of the participants in their 
research activity and the factors that affect the quality of the course incorporating a 
comprehensive model for building research capacity in online settings (Table 2).

Through an online discussion on Facebook and student feedback on e-learning 
experience, the course moderators identified the factors that influence the effective-
ness of research activities in the digital environment. Hence, it was unveiled that the 
top-important determinants in developing future social pedagogues’ research capac-
ity and acquiring pedagogical excellence in an e-learning environment are the quality 
of the digital platform, structured research practices, active learning opportunities, 
and pedagogical excellence, effective communication, and personalization (Fig. 3).

Table 2  Factors impacting the quality of the course that incorporated a comprehensive research capacity 
building model in the digital setting. (Source: Developed by the author)
Factor Impact rating (1–5 points)

Minimum 
impact
(1–2)

Me-
dium 
impact
(2–3)

High 
impact
(3–4)

Maxi-
mum 
impact
(4–5)

Training using modern digital tools and platforms 25% 75%
E-learning platform quality 17% 83%
Multimedia learning content 2% 5% 47% 46%
Structured research practice 10% 75% 15%
Implementation of research methods in educational activities 3% 7% 23% 67%
Clear guidance and instructions on achieving research 
objectives

11% 89%

Testing of research projects in an online environment 16% 56% 23%
Social presence and cooperation 4% 7% 89%
Active learning 26% 74%
Effective communication 9% 91%
Personalized learning 4% 96%
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The quality of a digital platform is determined by the ease of its use, the effec-
tiveness of educational content delivery, support permanence and availability, and 
flexibility to connect students to mixed/synchronous modalities. Following the 
experiment results, most students (82%) confirmed that the digital learning inter-
actions on Moodle increased their engagement, motivation, and persistence toward 
their learning goals, as well as had an influence on the development and retention of 
their digital literacy skills (87%). The ease of the online platform and the set of pro-
posed digital tools was proved to positively affect respondents’ perception of learning 
activities (73%) and level of intrinsic satisfaction and learning motivation (85%). 
Moreover, it was revealed that learning activities in a digital learning environment 
allowed students to reduce cognitive load and focus on real learning tasks, which was 
confirmed by 82% of the surveyed.

Structured research practice is defined by the step-by-step implementation of 
learning activities with clear guidance and instruction embedded in the learning 
content (video, audio, textual instructions, etc.). Professional pedagogical education 
should have direct linkages to the everyday practice of teaching, a fundamental ele-
ment of which is research. In this respect, 85% of students indicated that clear models 
of research concepts as well as strategies and ideas presented in the form of media 
guidelines and instructions allow for a comprehensive understanding of research 
work in the practice of the modern social pedagogue.

Active learning is based on the mechanisms of active interaction with content 
and student-teacher cooperation. It opens broad opportunities for demonstrating key 
research competencies in the student’s practice. Furthermore, as evidenced by 94% 
of respondents, active interaction strategies increase research persistence and produc-
tivity. The Scientific Research Organization and Planning course provided students 
with opportunities to apply theoretical knowledge in practice making the learning 
process more meaningful. In addition, students had the possibility to practice team-
work skills as researchers and organizers.

Pedagogical excellence is determined by the capacity for sustained research 
and educational activities under the curriculum, work with feedbacks, and objec-
tive assessment of the results. Thus, for the learning to be productive, it should be 
grounded on the pursuit of professional excellence through research practice, fair 
assessment, and comments provision. For 79% of students, opportunities for con-
scious practice or individual training outlined personal vectors for pedagogical 
excellence. For 73% of them, the instructors’ innovative and creative approach had 
a significant influence on the uptake of pedagogical skills and engaged in the search 
for effective tools for learning interaction. Finally, 89% of respondents indicated 
that quality and prompt feedback, which supports student reflection and provides an 
objective assessment of their pedagogical skills’ mastery, is an important character-
istic of productive learning.

Effective communication is crucial for the achievement of quality research out-
comes. It is the connection with an expert/educator, collaboration with colleagues, 
and digital opportunities that sustain social presence. However, the conducted inves-
tigation showed that professional education in the field of social pedagogy becomes 
even more successful in a digital environment. Online conditions that promote peer 
learning and interaction are associated with higher levels of student comfort (95%), 
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learning flexibility (79%), and connectivity (98%). And 93% of students confirmed 
that instructor-led learning is an essential and effective e-learning component.

As for the personalization in a learning practice, it allows students to activate their 
experience and knowledge, implement research activities according to personally set 
goals and objectives, and rely on individualized support from educators. The present 
study unveiled that personalization through e-learning platforms offers substantial 
opportunities for professional development consistent with the needs and preferences 
of a contemporary student (91%). In addition, personalization incorporated into the 
concept of an educational course was confirmed to focus on students’ personal aims, 
allowing for a personalized pedagogical development and research skills improve-
ment plan (89%).

Table 3 below explicates the results of students’ research activity progress self-
assessment that was proposed for them to perform after the experiment ended. For 
this, respondents were asked to rank their digital, creative, innovation, communica-
tion, leadership, and pedagogical experiences.

4  Discussion

Research capacity developed through the accumulation of research experience is of 
great value for pedagogical excellence. As evidenced by the present study, investi-
gation-directed activities incorporated into the educational course have a significant 
effect on the integrated capacity of a social pedagogue, which consists of seven inter-
related elements: innovative, intellectual, creative, communicative, emotional and 
moral, research, and professor-pedagogical. All of these elements are forming and 
developing in synergy and interrelation. Even research capacity building of an edu-
cator occurs in parallel with the acquisition of research experience, which acts upon 
creative, innovative, communication, leadership, pedagogical, and digital activities.

There are many approaches to pedagogical education, one of which is based on 
the notion that the knowledge base of the curriculum is dynamic and that student-
teachers are active knowledge processors. Research-based thinking is seen as a link-
ing factor in this process. Identifying pedagogical elements and asking pedagogically 
relevant questions in learning situations are only few of the paramount skills a future 
practitioner needs. Key factors determining research-based pedagogical education 

Table 3  Evaluation of personal progress in research activity in the e-learning process. (Source: Developed 
by the author)
Research capacity Evaluation of personal progress (1–5)

Minimum effect
(1–2)

Medium effect
(2–3)

High effect
(3–4)

Maximum effect
(4–5)

Digital experience 2% 23% 75%
Creative experience 14% 86%
Innovation experience 9% 91%
Communication experience 2% 98%
Leadership experience 14% 86%
Pedagogical experience 4% 96%
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incorporate the following points. First of all, the curriculum is structured according to 
the systemic educational structure. Secondly, all learning and teaching are research-
based. Thirdly, activities are organized in such a way as to give students the opportu-
nity to practice argumentation, decision making, and justification when inquiring and 
solving pedagogical problems. Lastly, students learn different research skills during 
their studies (Toom et al., 2008).

Concurrently, research-based learning is a multi-faceted concept that tightly links 
research and teaching. Accordingly, a research-based teaching practice should ensure 
that the obtained research findings influence the curriculum, teaching and learning 
methods are grounded on the research, and educators benefit from research elements 
while teaching (Yulhendri et al., 2018). Research-based education deals with analy-
sis, synthesis, and evaluation activities and enables students and educators to improve 
the absorption and application of knowledge. More and more scholars indicate that 
research is an essential means of enhancing learning quality, and research-based 
learning is conducted under constructivism covering four aspects: learning which 
constructs students’ understanding, learning through developing prior knowledge, 
learning which involves social interaction process, and meaningful learning, which is 
achieved through real-world experience (Susiani et al., 2017).

Current generations of students have grown up with information technology, and 
this influences learning strategies dramatically as technology is more and more often 
perceived as a fundamental element of academic success. Students note that tech-
nologies such as smartphones, social media, and educational platforms are critical 
social pedagogical tools for solving research problems (Ma & Au, 2014).

Pirozhkova (2021) argues that research-based learning is the process of acquiring 
knowledge through analysis, experiments, and data interpretation through scientific 
analysis methods. The results of her study on the impact of a research-oriented educa-
tional approach at the Ural State University of Economics confirms that the integra-
tion of research into teaching various disciplines can bring the following advantages:

	● for students—development of critical professional and general competencies and 
a better understanding of science and professional subjects motivating them for 
successful learning.

	● for faculty—better students’ performance and involvement in classroom work;
	● for the university—publication of students’ works in journals and conference pro-

ceedings (Pirozhkova, 2021).

A research-based approach to teaching may be more successful than the traditional 
when it comes to linking theory and practice using real-life case studies and con-
temporary social issues. The development of students’ research capacity occurs in 
the process of active educational activity together with the mastery of reflective 
knowledge and critical thinking to build their personal vision of research problems. 
Research-based teaching should address several aspects such as research design, data 
collection, practical research, and interpretation of results. It should focus on actual 
world challenges to put students in a situation where they not only apply scientific 
methods but also increase their commitment and participation in the process (Espi-
noza-Figueroa et al., 2021).
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Affiliation of students with a project research team can increase student motiva-
tion to participate in online learning activities by providing frequent, meaningful, and 
motivating interactions to achieve shared results in a virtual space. A study conducted 
among students of the Danish problem-Based Learning University during the adapta-
tion to educational conditions caused by COVID-19 argues that effective online work 
in project research teams is a skill to be practiced during the learning process. Stu-
dents described group work on digital research projects as the most positive aspect 
of interactive learning. According to researchers, universities should inspire students 
to use social collaboration tools such as MS Teams and Zoom because they provide 
good platforms for effective collaboration in small groups helping to counter isola-
tion and increase motivation to interact with online material due to mutual account-
ability (Haslam et al., 2021).

It is widely recognized that educators represent one of the primary levers of an 
educational institution’s research capacity improvement (Shehzad et al., 2014), while 
university policies, practices, and resources significantly affect researchers’ produc-
tivity (Huenneke et al., 2017). Since learning plays a major role in skill development, 
teacher education curricula should cover the latest topics to meet the requirements 
of the new generation of educators. Correspondingly, this requires developing new 
guidelines that incorporate innovative approaches such as blended learning, flipped 
learning, and e-learning. Although many teacher education institutions of this day 
lack the necessary infrastructure and technical support, management should not give 
up on finding ways to encourage the integration of new technological tools into the 
curriculum to meet the demands of 21st -century students (Gupta, 2019). At the same 
time, incorporating digital pedagogy into teacher education programs should be done 
after ensuring that technological solutions are adequate to the new approaches toward 
learning and instill a positive attitude toward their adoption. Such a move would help 
future social pedagogues learn innovative teaching strategies and thus build their 
confidence in digital pedagogy as part of their future pedagogical practice (Sailin & 
Mahmor, 2017). Effective implementation of digital pedagogy depends on students’ 
acceptance of e-learning tools which are in turn influenced by technology (ease-
of-use, speed availability, and service delivery), organization (learning support), 
environment (user attitudes), and impact-related factors (learning experience, skill 
development, performance, degree of engagement) (Eze et al., 2020). The dominant 
factor that requires attention in understanding the effectiveness of e-learning imple-
mentation in higher education is the organizational aspect, which manifests itself 
in creating a working culture and establishing policies mandatory for the academic 
community when conducting e-learning (Priatna et al., 2020). These factors are also 
worth considering when designing programs for the integration of technological tools 
and platforms into the research capacity building strategy of social pedagogues.

The results of this study confirmed that high-quality and productive research 
activities of future social pedagogues in e-learning format are achieved through the 
integration of digital tools and platforms into learning, the development of multi-
media learning content, the implementation of structured research practices, and the 
provision of active learning opportunities. The steps of research capacity building of 
future social pedagogues in the online environment are as follows:
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	● setting personal goals and objectives of the research practice;
	● studying the theoretical educational material;
	● gradual implementation of the research part of the learning activity with clear 

guidance and instruction;
	● development of research projects and their testing in the online environment;

5  Conclusions

Implementing the proposed model for social pedagogues’ research capacity build-
ing within the framework of an e-learning course can ensure effective preparation 
of future teachers in a digital setting and result in a high level of their pedagogi-
cal excellence. Most of the students confirmed that digital opportunities for interac-
tion provided by Moodle e-learning increased their level of engagement, motivation, 
and persistence in achieving educational goals, as well as influenced the develop-
ment and consolidation of digital and media literacy skills. The ease of using the 
online platform and digital tools had a positive influence on students’ perception of 
learning, their level of intrinsic satisfaction, and learning motivation. By reducing 
the level of cognitive load, learning activities in a digital environment allowed stu-
dents to focus on real learning tasks. Clear research concepts, strategies, and ideas 
presented in the form of media guidelines and instructions allowed forming a com-
prehensive understanding of research work in the practice of a modern social peda-
gogue. Active interaction strategies facilitated research persistence and productivity. 
Instructors’ innovative and creative approach had a favorable effect on the uptake of 
pedagogical skills and engaged participants in the search for effective tools for learn-
ing interactions.

Students’ assessment of the factors affecting the quality of a comprehensive 
research capacity building model allowed the inference the most influential of them 
are learning with modern digital tools and platforms (75%), e-learning platform qual-
ity (83%), clear guidance and instructions on achieving research goals (89%), social 
presence and collaboration (89%), active learning (74%), effective communication 
(91%), and personalization (96%).

In general, students’ perception of the learning practices based on the integration 
of digital tools and research approaches was positive. At the end of the educational 
experiment, most respondents confirmed the educational value of the course. This 
implies that the proposed model for research capacity building in a digital educa-
tional environment is worth to be implemented within teacher education. The pros-
pects for future research are seen in studying the effectiveness of the proposed model 
in the structure of comprehensive programs aiming to prepare future pedagogues.
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