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Abstract 
E-learning is nowadays considered a worldwide mean of knowledge dissemination, and has been 
progressively recognized as a complement to traditional training systems. The purpose of this study is 
to contribute to the modernization of the continuous training of magistrates, through the design of an 
educational model of distance learning. This study takes place in Portugal, from 2014 to 2017, in the 
Center of Judicial Studies (CEJ), addressing a very specific professional population: the Magistrates. 
This study focuses on the following research questions: i) what needs and interests are associated 
with the implementation of a distance learning model in the field of continuing training of magistrates; 
ii) what features must be found in such a model; iii) what is the level of adequacy of the proposed 
model to the context and the target audience. A pragmatic paradigm of research was adopted and 
mixed data was collected, within a sequential exploratory design approach. The results collected from 
online questionnaires, between May and June of 2016, are presently reported. The questionnaires 
were answered by 133 magistrates enrolled in different training courses offered by the CEJ in 
2015/2016. Based on the data analysis procedures it was possible to find evidences of the perception 
of usefulness, viability and pertinence of the implementation of a distance learning model in the 
magistrates continuous training, though a blended-learning approach was pointed out as the most 
appropriate option. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  
E-learning is nowadays widely accepted and recognized as a valid mean for education and training 
dissemination; it is a modality that evolved to respond to one of the biggest challenges of today’s 
learning: it must be available (and evolving) at anytime and anyplace. By taking advantage of the 
opportunities offered by Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) and online environments, 
distance education makes it easier to guarantee lifelong learning. Therefore, it has progressively 
gained ground as a valid complement to the traditional education and training systems. It provides 
students with the opportunity to study at their own pace, time and provides access to a vast amount of 
knowledge. It defies geographical boundaries and equips students with teaching and learning 
experience that are not limited to the traditional classroom space [1]. 

The distance education is rapidly becoming a popular mode of study worldwide. This trend is visible, 
for example in universities, with the emergence of online learning courses at several higher education 
institutions, even in the most traditional ones. The number of students enrolled in distance programs is 
rapidly rising in colleges and universities throughout the entire world. In this context, the students are 
requesting for richer, interactive and more engaging online learning experiences [2]. 

1.1 Context and research objectives 
The context of the present study is the Judicial Studies Center (CEJ), more precisely in its Department 
of Formation (DEF). The CEJ is the Portuguese training establishment, responsible for the initial and 
continuous training of magistrates. 

This study is focused on the conception and development of a pedagogical model for distance 
learning, considered, in particular, hybrid approaches, combining in-person training with on-line 
training. 

Thus, this article will present in detail the methodology of the project developed, with a specific focus 
for its second phase (a quantitative phase), regarding the analysis of the results inherent to the 
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analysis of the needs and interests of the trainees (magistrates) that can be answered by the 
implementation of a pedagogical model of distance learning in the continuous training of magistrates. 

In addition, in this investigation, it is also our goal to understand what characteristics must such a 
model have for taking in consideration the specificity of this professional group ant to truly fit the needs 
identified by the target-public. 

2 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY  
In this study, we opted for a pragmatic paradigm, prioritizing an approach of data collection and 
analysis of mixed nature, i.e., making use of both quantitative and qualitative data.  According to 
Johnson and Onwuegbuzie [3] mixed methods are defined as "the research class, where the 
researcher combines or mixes quantitative and qualitative research techniques, methods, approaches, 
concepts in a single study” (p.17) in order to gain a better and deeper understanding of the research 
problems [4].  

Thus, based on the main aims of the study, a sequential exploratory design was adopted as 
methodological strategy. In this way, the qualitative data and quantitative data are collected 
sequentially. The initial phase consists of a process of qualitative data collection, followed by a phase 
of quantitative data collection. The priority was given to the qualitative data in which the quantitative 
data was integrated in [5]. The results of both processes of data collection were further analysed 
together during the interpretation stage [6]. 

2.1 Implementation  
In order to provide a more integrated idea of the different empirical stages of this study, an illustrative 
scheme is presented below, representing the different moments of the data collection, as well as the 
group of participants involved in it and the instruments used. 

 
Figure 1. Scheme of the data collection stages of the study. 

Thus, in a first stage of the study, qualitative data was collected and analysed, specifically i) through 
individual interviews to the Directors’ board and to the coordinator of the Training Department of CEJ, 
and ii) through collective interviews to teachers of different jurisdiction: Criminal Law; Civil Law; Family 
Law; Employment Law and Juridical English. In the same stage of the study, a focus-group interview 
was carried out with experts in the areas of i) magistrature and ii) e/b-learning in higher education and 
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critically analyse a preliminary version of a distance 
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analysed in a second phase of the study, in order to 
allow a broader analysis (confirmation or concerning 
the qualitative data obtained in the first 
methodological phase. In this context, 
questionnaires were applied to the trainees who 
attended the training courses related to different 
jurisdictions topics, integrated in the 2015/206 

Continuous Training Plan of the CEJ, with the purpose of analysing their perception regarding the implementation of a pedagogical model of this nature. 
With respect to the third phase of the study, the data of qualitative and quantitative nature was analysed and interpreted together for developing an improved 
version of the distance training model for the continuous training of magistrates.  
This article focus only on the second stage of the study, specifically the results obtained through the online questionnaires carried out with the CEJ’s trainees. 
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professional training, who were asked to critically analyse a preliminary version of a distance training 
model for the continuous training of magistrates. 

Regarding quantitative data, it was collected and analysed in a second phase of the study, in order to 
allow a broader analysis (confirmation or concerning the qualitative data obtained in the first 
methodological phase. In this context, questionnaires were applied to the trainees who attended the 
training courses related to different jurisdictions topics, integrated in the 2015/206 Continuous Training 
Plan of the CEJ, with the purpose of analysing their perception regarding the implementation of a 
pedagogical model of this nature. 

With respect to the third phase of the study, the data of qualitative and quantitative nature was 
analysed and interpreted together for developing an improved version of the distance training model 
for the continuous training of magistrates.  

This article focus only on the second stage of the study, specifically the results obtained through the 
online questionnaires carried out with the CEJ’s trainees. 

2.1.1 Research instrument  
The questionnaire is one of the main instruments of data collection in Social Sciences, consisting of a 
set of standardized questions, often referred to as items, which follow a fixed scheme for collecting 
data on one or more specific topics [7]. This instrument is generally administered in a standardized 
way, in other words, applied in the same exact way for all the participants involved in the research, so 
that all the answers can be compar. This research instrument is widely used for the collection of 
structured data, and can be applied without the physical presence of the researcher [8].  

In this context, the questionnaire is also a useful tool for descriptive purposes research, as it seeks a 
more detailed reflection from the perspective of a significant number of respondents about a particular 
phenomenon or construct [8]. Researchers use questionnaires to convert the information directly 
communicated by a person into data (or subject) [9].  

As far as this research is concerned, the application of the questionnaire aimed to complement the 
data of qualitative nature, collected in the first phase of the study, to gain a broader view about the 
perception of the target audience of the pedagogical model of distance learning under development. 
Therefore, and since it would be difficult to collect trainees’ perception through any other instrument 
than the questionnaire, considering the number of subjects involved, it was decided to use a web-
based questionnaire. Since there was already a prior knowledge of the nature of the dimensions of the 
analysis, the items adopted a closed-ended questions format.  

Nowadays, it is common practice to use online questionnaires, which are computerized and 
automatically administered, without the physical presence of an interviewer. In this way, the 
questionnaires are answered by the respondents through the use of a web browser [10], thus allowing 
a greater number of respondents, regardless of their geographic location, in a relatively short period of 
time and at a very low cost. The use of online questionnaires for data collection not only makes the 
process much easier but it also makes possible to conduct a quicker data analysis [11]. 

2.1.2 Construction and application  
Regarding the structure of the questionnaire, it began with an introductory part, where the study and 
its aims were presented, in order to: i) ensure that all participants knew the outline of the research [7] 
and ii) to promote the involvement of the respondents in the research process and their best 
awareness of the main topic: distance learning [12]. As a way of persuading respondents to contribute 
with a sincere and committed participation, it was decided to inform the participants about the 
importance of their contribution to the success of the study. 

As it is a questionnaire that was completed online, it was sought to ensure that it had a pleasant layout 
and a logical and coherent order, giving an immediate impression of easiness in the process of items 
response. Attempts were also made to give clear and appropriate instructions to fill in the items, in 
particular, whenever the scale and/or the format of the response changed. 

Thus, the questionnaire has 89 items that addressed different dimensions regarding the 
implementation of a pedagogical model of distance learning, as well as the characteristics that a 
model of this nature should have. Therefore, the questionnaire was organized into three 
complementary parts, namely: 

  

9104



• Part I – identification of the needs and interests associated with the implementation of a 
pedagogical model of distance learning (b-learning); 

• Part II – evaluation of the adequacy of the different elements of characterization of the 
pedagogical model of distance learning (b-learning); 

• Part III – characterization of the respondents.  

For each item, a 5 points scale of response was presented. The questionnaire used 3 different scales: 
a scale of agreement [ranged from "I totally disagree" (1 point) to "I totally agree" (5 points)], a scale of 
importance [ranged from "Not important" (1 point) to "Very important" (5 points)] and a scale of 
adequacy [ranged from "Not adequate" (1 point) to "Very adequate" (5 points)]. 

Regarding the characterization of the respondents, personal and professional data, such as age, 
gender, area of magistracy, area of jurisdiction and the number of years of work were requested.  

Additionally, at the end of the questionnaire, an open question was presented offering the respondents 
the opportunity to add any other relevant information to the undergoing study. 

This questionnaire was built in Google Forms, since it is freely accessible and easy to use. In order to 
give more credibility to the study and to speed up the communication process, an email was sent by 
the DEF coordinator explaining the objectives of the study, as well as emphasizing the importance of 
the collaboration of the trainees to this study. 

Prior to its application, the instrument was validated by specialists. This validation process took place 
between April 19th and May 5th of 2016, and was conducted by four experts: three from the area of 
Research Methodologies and ICT in Education of the Institute of Education of the University of Lisbon, 
and one magistrate, belonging to the CEJ. 

Additionally, for an objective measurement of the reliability of the instrument, the Cronbach's alpha 
coefficient was calculated and it was verified that the internal consistency of the questionnaire was 
high (α = 0.98). The application of the questionnaire took place between May 5th and June 15th of 
2016. 

2.1.3 Participants 
Given the large number of magistrates annually trained by the CEJ (nearly 3,000), it was necessary to 
guarantee that the group of respondents was representative of the universe of subjects encompassing 
the various areas of magistracy and jurisdictions. 

E-mails of invitation requesting a questionnaire response were sent to the trainees enrolled in the 
"specialization courses" (training workshops of 3 to 5 days) because these were the ones that included 
participants from the various jurisdictions (Civil and Commercial Procedural Law, Family and Child 
Law, Criminal Law and Criminal Procedure, Labor and Company Law, and Administrative and Fiscal 
Law; and that belonged to the various magistratures (the Judiciary and the Public Prosecutor).  

A total of 130 responses (around 11.5% of the universe) were obtained. The majority of the 
respondents were female (81) and are between the ages of 43 and 48 years (40). As far as the 
magistracy area is concerned, the majority of the respondents came for the Judiciary (68) and work in 
Criminal Law and Criminal Procedure (45). To what concerns the years of work, the majority of the 
respondents ranged between 12 and 17 years (40). 

3 RESULTS 
The application of the questionnaires to the trainees allowed to obtain a diversity of data collected 
from its 89 items. For a more organized analysis, a total 10 dimensions were created focusing on 
different aspects of the development of a pedagogical model for distance training. These are 
presented in the following table: 
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Table 1.  Thematic organization of the questionnaire items. 

Dimensions Explanation 
Implementation of distance 
learning (b-learning) 

To identify the most important aspects to be taken into account in the 
implementation of a pedagogical model of distance learning (b-learning) 

Characteristics of the distance 
learning pedagogical model 

To identify the main characteristics that a pedagogical model of distance 
training, destined to the professional class of the magistrates, must 
possess in order to respond to their real needs 

Types of training sessions To identify the type of sessions to be used to build up distance training 
courses 

Structure and organization of 
training courses To define the organization and structuring of distance learning courses 

Duration of training actions To define the duration of distance learning courses 

Strategies and pedagogical 
practices 

To identify pedagogical strategies and techniques that can be developed 
to promote the trainees’ learning ability 

Tools and technological and 
pedagogical resources 

To formulate the type of technological and pedagogical resources to be 
used to make the teaching-learning process of trainees more effective 

Technological infrastructure 
(learning platform) 

To identify the aspects to be taken into account in the dynamization and 
management of the teaching-learning process of the trainees 

Mechanisms for evaluation and 
monitoring 

To define the most appropriate evaluation and monitoring mechanisms in 
terms of distance learning for judges 

Typology of training actions To identify the training courses indicated to be developed in the process 
of distance learning 

Table 2 shows the means and standard deviations found for each of dimension. These results show a 
general view of the respondents' level of agreement, importance or adequacy, depending on the 
different scale provided as answering option. The highest and lowest values are highlighted, indicated 
in the table in dark gray and light gray, respectively.  

Considering that the scale of response could vary from 1 to 5 points, the values that are below 3.5 
points were considered reduced and those that are above 4 points were considered elevated. 

Table 2.  Global mean and standard deviations of the different dimensions of the questionnaire 

Dimensions Total nº 
of items Scale type Global Mean Standard 

Deviation 

Implementation of a pedagogical 
model of distance learning 13 Scale of agreement 3,963 0,895 

Characteristics of the distance 
learning pedagogical model 13 Scale of agreement 4,270 0,580 

Types of training sessions 4 Scale of agreement 3,662 0,697 

Structure and organization of training 
courses 9 Scale of agreement 4,275 0,589 

Duration of training courses 6 Scale of agreement 3,069 0,525 

Strategies and pedagogical practices 16 Scale of importance 3,668 0,573 

Tools and technological and 
pedagogical resources 10 Scale of importance 3,928 0,714 

Technological infrastructure 5 Scale of agreement 4,149 0,571 

Mechanisms for evaluation and 
monitoring 8 Scale of agreement 3,314 0,673 

Typology of training courses 5 Scale of adequacy 3,592 0,823 
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The table above shows evidence that, from the different dimensions of the questionnaire analysis, 
those that showed higher mean values were the dimensions associated with the characteristics of the 
pedagogical model of distance learning (4,3), the structure and organization of training courses (4,3), 
as well as the technological infrastructure (4,1). On the other hand, the dimensions showing the lowest 
mean value were relate to the length of the training courses (3.1) and the evaluation and monitoring 
mechanisms (3,3), with standard deviations of respectively 0.53 and 0.67.  

Considering the results of mean values found on the 10 dimensions as well as in the 89 items by 
which they were constituted, the main conclusions found in this study can be summarized in the 
following ideas:  

1 Implementation of distance learning (b-learning) – the results shown that from the point of view 
of the respondents the importance of digital technologies is well recognized, there is a clear 
notion of their potential in the context of continuous training, as a complement to the face-to-
face training activities presently provided to trainees. 

2 Characteristics of the pedagogical model of distance learning – for the respondents it is 
essential that a pedagogical model of distance training focuses primarily on the quality and 
excellence of the training content. No innovation should take place without this in mind. In 
addition to this characteristic, this pedagogical model should meet the real needs and 
professional expectations of the trainees. Therefore, it is very important that before the 
planning, development and evaluation of the training courses, a prior phase of identification of 
the training needs of these professionals should be considered. 

3 Types of the training sessions – as far as this dimension is concerned, it was observed that the 
preference of the trainees focuses on the dynamization of face-to-face sessions and on hybrid 
sessions; online learning should be used in a combinatory approach with in-person training 
sessions. 

4 Structure and organization of training courses – training courses should be organized into 
training modules and these, in turn, in shorter learning units (e.g. sub-modules, topics), 
depending on the training content. The results shown that the respondents consider of great 
importance the constant update of the training content, prioritizing a straightforward, concise 
and targeted language for the effective needs of the trainees. 

5 Duration of the training courses – the analysis of the results shown that the courses should last 
between 1 or 2 months, they should occur during the working hours, and should involve face-to-
face sessions as well as synchronous and asynchronous online activities. 

6 Strategies and pedagogical practices – the results pointed out that the most relevant 
pedagogical strategies and practices were those related to making available and sharing 
relevant documentation for the different areas of jurisdiction (e.g. texts of communications, 
presentations, bibliography, legislation and jurisprudence materials); jurisprudential and 
doctrinal analysis in relation to certain formative contents, as well as exchanging experiences 
(e.g. real cases) between the trainers and the trainees and among the trainees. 

7 Tools and technological and pedagogical resources – results pointed out that the technological 
and pedagogical resources that were pointed out as most relevant to the continuous training of 
magistrates are related to webtools and e-learning platform functionalities that can make the 
training content more rich and dynamic (e.g. e-books, video-books and study guides). 

8 Technological infrastructure (learning platform) – the trainees generally agree that the learning 
management systems must, on the one hand, facilitate the trainees’ learning process and, on 
the other hand, provide access to more interactive training content. 

9 Evaluation and monitoring mechanisms – respondents highlighted that the development of 
training evaluation mechanisms was very important, in particular, the ones related to the 
assessment of the trainees’ satisfaction and to the measurement of the real impact of training in 
trainees’ practices. These could be used for the general improvement of the training courses. 
To what concerns the evaluation of the learning process, the knowledge and skills effectively 
acquired by the trainees, no consensus were possible to found. The implementation of any type 
of trainees’ assessment, compulsory or even optional, was not seen as consensual.  

10 Typology of training courses – It is observed that according to the trainees’ opinion, online 
courses of variable duration are those that stand out as being the most suitable to be 
developed. 
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4 FINAL REMARKS 
The increasing use of ICT has made it possible for new learning environments to emerge as a 
response to the needs of the modern society. In this sense, technologies have been pointed out as 
one of the main causes of the transformational processes that have changed the social and 
professional structures, which have consistently contributed to the change of todays’ educational and 
training systems.  

With a focus on the way digital technologies and online learning environments can contribute to 
increase the fit between today’s magistrates training needs and the characteristics of their continuous 
training system, this study aimed to explore distance learning models as a valid approach for 
modernizing the practices adopted in the continuous training of magistrates.  

This study aimed to evaluate the relevance and usefulness of the design and implementation of a 
pedagogical model of distance learning for the continuing training of magistrates and to better 
understand what characteristics a model of this nature should contain, in order to meet the 
professional needs of magistrates. With the application of the questionnaires it became clear the 
magistrates see significant benefits in the adoption of online learning environments for their 
continuous training though their preferences fall on a hybrid approach. Blended-learning was the 
pedagogical model that most fit their needs. It also made clear that any new pedagogical model must 
be very flexible and should be able to respect the specificities of this professional context. 
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