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Background 
Whilst the UK armed forces have adapted quickly to online
learning, there is yet to be a complete examination into the
metrics that may be used to assess the effectiveness of
blended or online learning initiatives in the UK military
learning environment.

Objectives
This review aims to collate existing scholarship that
contends with effectiveness of digital learning across the
global military learning environment, identifying any trends
relevant to the UK armed forces. The ultimate aim is to
answer the question:

In the last 10 years, what attempts have been made to 
improve online learning in the military context, or tailor 

online learning to the needs of the military learner?

Methods
A systematic review provides the ideal approach to identify
literature in the field of military online education; rather
than relying on the most visible and accessible articles,
research material is identified through a transparent and
methodical process (Greyson et al., 2019).

Database selection

• In addition to covering education and military related databases,
there was a need to account for both the wide dispersal of articles
throughout other databases and the presence of unclassified grey
literature. Accordingly, the comprehensive search phase used three
main sources.

• EBSCOhost: provides good coverage of education and
technology related content.

• JSTOR: in addition to education focused content, provides
coverage of a range of security and military science related
journals and publications.

• Google Scholar: as relevant studies may be professionally
orientated, or too new to occur in academic databases.

Methods cont.

Search terms
In order to identify relevant articles, these search terms were used

Selection criteria
Official publications produced directly by armed forces or
security services themselves were excluded. Search duration was
limited to the past 10 years, and only articles available in the
English language were included.

Procedure
First, the primary researcher conducted a comprehensive across
the three selected databases using the terms identified in figure
1. The search strategy was replicated precisely across the three
databases to ensure accuracy. The results were then collated into
a single data set. Results were then screened for validity. This
screening took place in a number of phases, with articles
screened first on the basis of title, then abstract, and finally full
text. In each case, the intention was to eliminate articles not
relevant to the core research question. As the value of multiple
researchers is particularly evident in relation to data extraction
(Bown & Sutton, 2010). All phases were replicated by the second
researcher. Any disagreements were resolved via discussion.
See Figure 2. for details.

Data extraction
For the 12 articles that were accepted based on the selection
criteria, the study recorded the group discussed, national
context, research methods and conclusions regarding
effectiveness for each study. This information was subsequently
tabulated and used in the results phase.

Figure 1.: table of search terms 
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Topic Search terms 

Online learning “Digital education” OR “virtual learning environment” OR “e-
learning” OR “electronic learning” OR “web-based training” 
“Online instruction” OR “electronic instruction” OR “web-
based learning” OR “blended learning” OR “remote learning”

Military learners Army Or Navy OR “Air Force” OR “Armed Forces” OR “military 
Learner” OR cadet OR recruit OR officer OR “non-
commissioned” OR enlisted 

Figure 2. Diagram shows  the screening process by phase.

Results
A range of studies have been included in this review that 
indicate some if the difficulties involved in assessing the 
effectiveness of online learning in the military context. The 
majority of studies focussed on a discrete area of practice 
rather than attempting to assess the military learning 
environment of a particular national context in its entirety. 
This suggests that academic engagement is only occurring 
in a few segregated areas, usually those that intersect with 
other educational contexts. 

In terms of assessing effectiveness, the articles included in 
the systematic review went about doing this in a number of 
different ways. Student attainment and student satisfaction 
were by far the most common. Other considerations 
included accessibility, enrolment and completion rate.

In terms of geographical dispersion, no studies dealt 
directly with the UK armed forces. 

Implications

In order to understand the impact of online learning, a more complete 
examination of literature is certainly needed. Based on the systematic 
review, it is possible to make a few suggestions however. 

1. By collating the different studies, three major barriers to effective online 
education have been identified by the researchers; Fragmentation, 
Saturation, and Stagnation (fig.3). Addressing these trends should 
represent a priority for military educators both inside and outside of the 
UK. 

2. Whist in various contexts, different approaches to assessing the 
effectiveness of online learning have emerged. Whilst some have been 
ported over into military courses, a thorough examination is needed to 
determine if they represent effective metrics for assessing quality in this 
particular context. 

3. At the current juncture, there is a lack of independent academic literature 
contending with online learning in the UK military context. 

• Digitisation is being pursued
independently across multiple
different disciplines within the
military learning environment,
introducing a range of clashing
perspectives on effectiveness

Fragmentation 

• The concurrent shift towards
online learning across multiple
disciplines risks overexposing
military learners to online learning

Saturation

• Due to the lack of an appropriate 
approach to assessing 
effectiveness, iterative 
improvement is often neglected

Stagnation 

Figure 3.Barriers to effective online learning .


