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Abstract 

The purpose of this study was to determine strategies that could be implemented into an 

online course in order to create and maintain a sense of social presence between students 

and their professor and students and each other. A mixed methods study utilizing 

interviews, document analysis, and a survey was used to conduct the research. The study 

participants were graduate students enrolled in the fully online programs of library media 

specialist certification, the technology integrator certification, and the dual certification 

for both the library media specialist and technology integrator programs at Plymouth 

State University, as well as the directors of the programs. The results of the study 

indicated several strategies that could be implemented into online courses in order to 

create and maintain a sense of social presence between students and their professor and 

students and each other. The strategies were introductions, discussion forums, 

collaboration, and videos. This research can provide professors and instructional 

designers with guidelines on how to implement the strategies into online courses in order 

to create and maintain a sense of social presence between students and their professor and 

students and each other. Strategies for how to use introductions are; professor requires 

introductions to be completed during the first week that the course starts by both the 

professor and the students: introductions are created by using text (typing words) or by 

creating a video of the course participants introducing themselves to the other course 

participants: and professor provides questions or prompts for students to answer in their 

introductions. Strategies for how to use discussion forums are; professor initiates 

discussion forums with a prompt or with questions: both professor and students respond 

to the prompts and each other: professor responds to students in a timely manner: 



       viii 

professor summarizes discussion forums: professor is present in the course: and professor 

creates a ‘water cooler’ discussion forum for students to initiate conversations. Strategies 

for how to use collaboration are; professor groups students based on similar backgrounds 

and interests: professor requires students to build upon an assignment together: professor 

requires students to complete an online writing assignment: and professor requires 

students to contribute to, and build a collection together. Strategies for how to use videos 

are; professor requires all course participants to create a video of themselves introducing 

themselves to the other course participants: professor creates a video highlighting 

discussion forums: professor uses videos to hold online office hours: and professor 

assigns collaboration projects that require students to use videos with each other. 
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Chapter 1 - Introduction 

 Background 

Online education continues to expand and play a significant role in the higher 

education environment. The number of college students taking online courses in 2012 

was 6.13 million (Allen & Seaman, 2013). According to Allen and Seaman (2013) 

between the years 2011 and 2012 “the number of (college) students taking at least one 

online course increased by over 570,000 to a new total of 6.7 million” (p. 4). Allen and 

Seaman’s (2013) study determined “the results this year show that while the growth rate 

may be slowing, there has been no drop in the numeric increase in the number of online 

students” (p. 18). Allen and Seaman (2013) surveyed over 2,800 universities in the 

United States, from 2002 to 2012, and reported that college students taking at least one 

online course is at an all time high of thirty two percent. Allen and Seaman (2013) used 

active, degree-granting institutions of higher Education in the United States for the 

survey sample.  

In the Allen and Seaman study (2013), Sixty-nine percent of the institutions 

surveyed indicated that online learning is an important element included in their long-

term university strategic plans (Allen & Seaman, 2013). In 2002, only twenty percent of 

academic leaders surveyed indicated that online learning was an important element 

included in their long-term plans (Allen & Seaman, 2103). Other data from the survey 

indicated that online learning continues to grow each year, and the table in Figure 1.1 

shows the increase in online learning over the past ten years. It is reasonable to assume 

that online learning will continue to grow in a similar pattern to the ten year, annual 

growth rate of online enrollment displayed in Figure 1.1. 
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Figure 1.1: Online Enrollment in Universities (Allen & Seaman, 2013, p. 17) 

In fully online courses all of the content is delivered online; there are no face-to-

face meetings. (Allen & Seaman, 2013). Online learning is delivered by using 

asynchronous and synchronous communication technologies (Akyol, Garrison, & Ozden, 

2009). Asynchronous communication does not occur at a specific scheduled time. 

Students interact with the content, individually, at a time convenient for them by logging 

into the online course with their technology device. Synchronous communication occurs 

at the same time. Students communicate with each other by logging into the online course 

at the same time, with their technology devices, but they are separated by physical space.  

Social presence is an integral part of the theoretical framework for this study. 

“When information is presented in a way that increases social presence, it is more 

engaging and better remembered by learners” (Homer, Plass, & Blake, 2008, p. 788). A 

high degree of social presence increases emotional communication in an online 
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environment (Zhou, Su, Zhou, & Zhang, 2016). Social presence is important for this 

study in order to identify if professors and students and students feel connected to one 

another. Gunawardena and Zittle (1997) define social presence as “the degree to which a 

person is perceived as a ‘real person’ in mediated communication” (p. 9). Social presence 

refers to the way that a person attempts to construct his or her own judgment of another 

person’s identity while communicating. Individuals usually use their verbal cues and 

nonverbal cues in order to determine their personalities and construct their own 

judgments of another person’s identity in a face-to-face course, but that it not possible in 

an online course because students connect and interact from a physical distance. 

According to Burgoon et al. (2002) “face to face provides individuals with a full array of 

verbal and nonverbal cues that create social presence” (p. 658). 

Garrison, Anderson, and Archer (2000) were the first to define social presence in 

online courses as “the ability of participants in a community of inquiry to project 

themselves socially and emotionally, as “real” people (I.e., their full personality), through 

the medium of communication being used” (p. 94). Many online courses use only text-

based communication, which are void of verbal cues and nonverbal cues. In order for 

students to project themselves socially and emotionally, social presence is needed in an 

online course (Reio & Crim, 2013). Social Presence plays a mediating role between 

interactivity and online relationships (Zhou, Su, Zhou, & Zhang, 2016). 

Statement of Problem 

One of the biggest criticisms of online courses is that the interaction between 

students and faculty is inferior to those that take place in a face-to-face class, causing 

engagement to be difficult (Munuz, Pellegrini-Lafont, & Cramer, 2014). “Social 
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interaction remains a crucial factor for student retention” (Boston et al., 2010, p. 13). 

Students are not feeling connected to their online professors, and they are not 

experiencing the same connected feeling that they feel with their face-to-face professors 

(Munuz, Pellegrini-Lafont, & Cramer, 2014). Creating social presence in online courses 

has been shown to improve the retention rate of students in online courses (Boston et al., 

2010). 

With the increase of online learning on the rise, the disconnected feeling that 

students feel needs to be addressed. Tu and McIsaac (2002) define social presence as “a 

measure of the feeling of community that a learner experiences in an online environment” 

(p. 131). By developing a sense of community (social presence), a professor can create an 

environment that contributes to student achievement (Moore, 2014). Online courses that 

are designed to create social presence will be important to online learning institutes, 

because courses that create social presence also increase a feeling of community amongst 

its learners (Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007). 

Bryant and Bates (2015) emphasize that online learning “has the potential to bring 

candidates and teachers together in innovative and unique ways, but also has the potential 

to create an insurmountable distance between participants” (p. 22). In fully online 

courses, the student and professor are physically separated, and there is distance between 

them unlike in a face-to-face course where the professor and students are in the same 

room. Most students enrolled in online courses communicate through text (typing) and 

not through face-to-face interactions (talking). Communicating with text comes with 

challenges when trying to communicate. The development of social presence in text-
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based, online courses helps participants to overcome the limits of text-only 

communication (Kehrwald, 2008).  

Munoz et al., (2014) discovered that in an online course the absence of verbal and 

nonverbal cues could make interactions between the professor and student more 

challenging. Communicating with students without the help of verbal and nonverbal cues 

can be difficult when working in online courses. Text only communication is void of 

facial clues and body language, which makes understanding what another person means 

to state difficult. Knapp and Hall (2013) define visual nonverbal cues as including “facial 

expressions, head movements, posture, body and hand movements, self and other 

touching, leg positions and movements, interpersonal gaze, directness of interpersonal 

orientation, interpersonal distance, and synchrony or mimicry between people” (p. 6). 

Knapp and Hall (2013) define auditory nonverbal cues as “discrete nonlinguistic vocal 

sounds (e.g., sighs) as well as qualities of the voice such as pitch and pitch variation, 

loudness, speed and speed variation, and tonal qualities” (p. 6). Neither visual nonverbal 

cues nor auditory nonverbal cues are present in text based computer mediated 

communication. 

In text based computer mediated communication emoticons are used to 

compensate for the lack of nonverbal communication cues, such as facial expressions and 

gestures (Krohn, 2004). “Emoticons are perceived as providing support to written 

communication, in the same way that visual and body language support face-to-face 

communication” (Skovholt, Grønning, & Kankaanranta, 2014, p. 781). An emoticon is “a 

character or small image (e.g., smiley face) placed in text to denote facial expression or 
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convey emotion” (Provine, Spencer, & Mandell, 2007, p. 300). Emoticons are tools used 

to display emotion in text based, computer mediated communication.  

“Effective utilization of learning tools such as synchronous chat, streaming video 

and audio, and asynchronous discussion board can positively influence students’ 

perceptions of their learning and social presence, which as a result compensates for the 

lack of real contact” (Kim, Kwon, & Cho, 2011, p. 1514). Integrating video and audio in 

fully online learning enables students and professors to see and/or hear each other’s 

nonverbal and verbal cues and allows participants to communicate at the same time, from 

separate physical spaces.   

“Creating a sense of social presence in which students feel connected and part of 

the learning environment is a challenge faced by faculty when teaching online classes” 

(Plante & Asselin, 2014, p. 220). Students in online courses learn by themselves, and not 

in the company of other students or their professor. Students in face-to-face courses learn 

along side their classmates and professor, which is significantly different from online 

courses. “In an online learning environment, the separation of student and professor can 

lead to feelings of isolation which can adversely impact the student’s perceptions of 

learning and the actual learning itself” (Moore, 2014, p. 21). Limited time with professors 

and other students in an online course may be one of the barriers to developing a 

connection (Glazer & Wanstreet, 2011). 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to determine strategies that can be implemented into 

an online course in order to create and maintain a sense of social presence. Social 

presence is “the degree to which a person is perceived as a ‘real person’ in mediated 
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communication” (Gunawardena & Zittle, 1997, p. 9). In online courses the mediated 

communication is the computer device that professors and students are using to 

communicate online. Social presence creates a feeling between the professor and students 

and students and each other that they are communicating with a ‘real person’ and not a 

computer device.  

From a philosophical perspective, professors and students need to be mindful of 

the technology device they are using to communicate with another person, especially in a 

fully online course.  Professors and students need to understand the limitations of the 

technology device in order to connect with the human being on the other side of the 

device and attain a social presence.  

 Martin (1977), premiere twentieth century philosopher, stated that “we bear 

witness to the crisis that in our sheer preoccupation with technology we do not yet 

experience the coming to presence of technology” (p. 34). Heidegger did not mean that 

technology was a bad thing itself, though he did have concerns. In fact, Heidegger (1977) 

recognized that it is inevitable for human beings to use technology. Though, his caution 

regarding technology pointed more toward its misuses, which would ultimately separate 

individuals instead of bringing them together and separate human beings from their own 

essence. The latter concern undergirded his proposition that technology has created a new 

ontology that is governed by science while being removed from human nature. Being 

aware of the presence of technology, the essence of technology, involves becoming aware 

of how a professor or student interacts with the technology device as they communicate 

with one another. They need to think of how they are using the device 

phenomenologically, not only of the technology outside of the engagement.  
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Professors and students use technology devices to communicate and build 

relationships with others when communicating in online courses. “Technology comes to 

presence in the realm where revealing and unconcealment take place, where aletheia, 

truth, happens” (Heidegger, 1977, p. 13). Heidegger (1977) discusses how many people 

see technology as “a means to an end,” (p. 2) but he sees it as a mode of revealing truth. 

The mode of revealing truth or social presence of the other person has to be done within 

technological boundaries. If you are preoccupied with the technology device, then you 

will miss the essence of technology, and at the same time, miss the connections with the 

other people you are communicating with via the technology device.  

Heidegger (1977) describes understanding the essence of technology as; 

Catching sight of what comes to presence in technology, instead of merely staring 

at the technological. So long as we represent technology as an instrument, we 

remain held fast in the will to master it. We press on past the essence of 

technology (p. 32).  

If a person is aware of the essence of technology, and not simply the technological device 

itself, that person can phenomenologically encounter the essence of technology, which 

enables the cultivation of social presence by focusing on the other (and what is best for 

the other to learn) instead of focusing on the instrumentation of the technological. 

Heidegger cautioned that the way human beings tend to use technology instrumentally 

has the potential to conceal truth if one focuses on the technological instead of the 

essence of technology. In this way, in the misuse of technology, Heidegger would say 

that technology, used as “the technological” conceals the “true essence of man” (Sikka, 

2011, p. 95). The truth, the essence of technology can reveal, is the presence of the other, 
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which will aid in cultivating social presence between the professor and students and 

students and each other.  

For example, if a professor sets up a fully online course using all of the newest 

gadgets and greatest forms of engaging technology, with all of the bells and whistles, 

then the professor is missing the essence of technology and only focusing on the 

technological. When the professor misses the essence of technology in setting up an 

online course, the connection with the students will also be missed. Overuse of, or 

thoughtlessness in deeply considering the essence of technology, can become a 

distraction to both the professor and the students. This distraction creates a disconnected 

feeling between both the professor and students and between each of the students in the 

course.  

Both the professor and students need to think of how they are using the 

technology device when communicating in a fully online course. It is through the 

technology device that the professor and students are able to create and maintain social 

presence in a fully online course. The professor and students cannot connect with the 

other person they are communicating with if they are preoccupied with the technology 

device. The technology device has the potential to create a disconnection between the 

professor and students if they are not both aware of the essence of technology.   

A mixed methods study involving both quantitative and qualitative data collected 

with courses in the technology integrator and library media specialist programs will be 

conducted. In this study, participants will take a survey to determine if social presence is 

evident in the core courses offered through the technology integrator certification, the 

library media specialist certification, and the dual certification of library media specialist 
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and technology integrator at Plymouth State University. After, students enrolled in the 

technology integrator certification, the library media specialist certification, and the dual 

certification of library media specialist and technology integrator at Plymouth State 

University will be interviewed. The directors of the program will also be interviewed. A 

third form of data collection will be a document analysis of the core course syllabi. A 

fourth form of data collection will be an observation of the core course online 

management system (Moodle). 

Research Questions  

The following questions will guide this research: 

Primary Question: 

Which strategies can be implemented into an online course in order to create 

and maintain a sense of social presence? 

Secondary Questions: 
 
1. Which strategies can be implemented into an online course in order to create 

and maintain a sense of social presence between the professor and students?  

2. Which strategies can be implemented into an online course in order to create 

and maintain a sense of social presence between the students and each other? 

Rationale 

  “One of the biggest complaints about online courses is that students feel 

disconnected” (Online discussion strategies, 2015, p. 5). This study will be important to 

any professors of online courses looking to build an online course that creates and 

maintains a sense of social presence. Professors of online courses could use the strategies 

identified in this study to build courses that create and maintain a sense of social presence 
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that their students have not felt in previous face-to-face courses. The instructional design 

of an online course is different from the design of a face-to-face course, and the strategies 

will aid professors of online courses on how to create and maintain an online course that 

has a sense of social presence.  

While conducting research on online learning, Dow (2008) found that students 

found it difficult to communicate with other students who they could not see in person 

and were unfamiliar to them. When students meet each other in a face-to-face class first, 

and then later meet up in an online course, they have a sense of who their peers are when 

they are interacting with them. If students are enrolled in completely online courses, then 

they do not have the opportunity to get to know their professor or classmates before they 

interact online. Online courses offer opportunities for participants to connect, but these 

opportunities do not necessarily lead to social presence and may actually lead to feelings 

of separation or confusion between the participants. (Kim, Glassman, & Williams, 2015). 

In order to establish social presence in either a face-to-face or online course is to 

create an environment where people feel at ease around the professor and other learners 

(Reio & Crim, 2013). Moore (2014) showed that “it is vitally important for course 

designers and professors to work to recreate, as much as possible, in online courses, the 

sense of community (social presence) that is created in a face-to-face classroom setting” 

(p. 24). When students are enrolled in face-to-face (FTF) courses, they are able to meet 

their professors and peers in a face-to-face setting. “Factors that contribute to the degree 

of social presence in a FTF encounter are facial expression, direction of gaze, posture, 

dress, nonverbal cues, and vocal cues” (Tu & McIsaac, 2002, p. 133). While engaging in 

discussions in a face-to-face course, learners are able to view their peers and read their 
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facial expressions and body language. They can adapt and adjust their messages as they 

experience the nonverbal and verbal cues they pick up by having a physical presence with 

others. They are not relying solely on text-based communication, as they would if they 

were in an online course. They are able to engage in conversations with their professor 

and peers, and they are able to have instant responses to their questions. The discussions 

have a natural flow to them, and other members of the course can listen to the 

conversations, and contribute to them as needed.  

Online courses that lack social presence could lead students to become frustrated 

and dissatisfied with the course (Reio & Crim, 2013). In order to avoid having learners 

that are dissatisfied with their online courses, strategies that create and maintain a sense 

of social presence will be explored through this study. Ko (2012) reported that “students 

who perceive a higher degree of social presence in a community will be more willing to 

participate actively in group and community activities” (p. 67). Knowing which strategies 

create and maintain a sense of social presence in an online course will allow professors to 

establish online courses that promote participation and contribute to a student’s sense of 

social presence in the course. 

According to Garrison and Arbaugh (2007), more research needs to be conducted 

to discover strategies that create social presence in online courses. This study will find 

strategies that create and maintain a sense of social presence in an online course. This 

study will be conducted with students enrolled in the library media specialist degree, the 

technology educator degree, and the dual certification of library media specialist and 

technology integrator program at Plymouth State University. The programs are fully 

online, and students can earn a certification as either a library media specialist, a 
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technology integrator, or a dual certification as both a library media specialist and a 

technology integrator. The core courses for the programs are three credits, graduate level 

courses, which are offered as fully online courses. The open-source software Moodle 

(Modular Object-Oriented Dynamic Learning Environment) is the learning environment 

for which the courses take place (Moodle, 2016). The professional requirements needed 

in order to become a library media specialist or technology integrator are displayed in 

Appendix A.  

Researcher Background 

The researcher must disclose that she is biased towards finding strategies that 

would create social presence in an online course since the researcher teaches online 

courses. The researcher facilitates online courses for teachers from various educational 

fields as well as pre-service teacher educators. The researcher has taught face-to-face 

courses, blended courses with a combination of face-to-face meetings and online 

requirements, and fully online courses. The researcher has taught in higher education for 

the past six years. The researcher has taught at both the graduate and undergraduate 

levels, but primarily teaches at the graduate level.  

This study will be significant to the researcher as a professor teaching online 

courses, as well as a teacher in the kindergarten through eighth grade setting. The 

possible results of this study will provide the researcher with ways to create social 

presence in her online courses. The researcher has been teaching in the elementary and 

middle school setting for eleven years now. The researcher currently teaches technology 

integration to students and staff members at a small, rural school in Thornton, New 

Hampshire. The school has approximately two hundred students in grades kindergarten 
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through eighth grade. The teaching staff consists of approximately seventeen teachers, 

with additional instructional aides and operating staff members.  

The researcher is currently teaching, as a teaching lecturer, in the library media 

specialist and technology education integrator programs at Plymouth State University. 

Students may complete the dual-certification program on its own or in conjunction with a 

Master of Education degree with a double major in library media and curriculum and 

instruction. Another option is for students to complete a Master of Education degree for 

technology integrator. Students may complete a certification in either library media 

specialist, technology integrator, or a dual certification, which combines both 

certifications. Students have the option of completing any of the three certifications 

without a Master of Education if they already hold a valid teacher’s certification in a 

separate subject area. 

All three certifications, technology integrator, library media specialist, and the 

dual certification of both library media specialist and technology integrator are obtained 

by enrolling in the fully online program. If students enroll in the Master of Education 

component, along with one of the certifications, then they will have some face-to-face 

courses. Students enrolled in the Master of Education component have the option of 

online courses, blended courses, and face-to-face courses.  

There are two courses that the researcher teaches in the program. The first course 

is called The Integration of Digital Technology into the Common Core Standards. The 

course is a three-credit graduate level course, and it is a core course for the technology 

integrator certification as well as the dual certification of library media specialist and 

technology integrator certifications. The course focuses on issues, trends, and current 
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uses of technology in K-12 education. Sessions focus upon gaining experience integrating 

digital technology within the Common Core Standards, evaluating web 2.0 tools, 

exploring video resources, and designing technology enhanced lessons utilizing digital 

storytelling for K-12 curriculum integration. 

The second course the researcher teaches is a three-credit graduate level 

practicum experience called Technology Educator Teaching Internship. The Teaching 

Internship is to provide the student with a supervised field experience in one of several 

cooperating institutions or agencies. The purpose is to gain meaningful work experience 

through applying knowledge learned in previous course work to the on-the-job situation.  

The researcher, as a teacher, has a strong, vested interest in the outcomes of this 

study. The researcher will conduct the research objectively and will not be influenced by 

her personal feelings or interpretations. The researcher will conduct the research ethically 

and abide by all of the standards for conducting research in a trustworthy manner.  

Conclusion 

The study utilized a mixed methods design with a triangulation of the qualitative 

and quantitates data. The study quantitatively measured the sense of social presence in 

the core courses through the administration of the Social Presence Scale Survey. Open-

ended interview questions with directors of the program and students enrolled in the 

program and document analysis of course syllabi and Moodle courses provided the 

qualitative data for the study. In stage one, the researcher coded the qualitative data for 

themes related to social presence and collected the survey data, which contained a Likert 

scale. In stage two, the researcher triangulated the data in order to ensure validity of the 

data analysis. The rationale for utilizing a mixed methods design provided the researcher 
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with the opportunity to gather quantitative data on social presence in the online courses, 

while the qualitative data provided the researcher with an in-depth exploration of the 

individuals’ responses to which strategies could be implemented into an online courses in 

order to create and maintain a sense of social presence with both their professor and their 

fellow classmates.   

Chapter One presented the introduction, statement of the problem, purpose of the 

study, research questions, the rationale for the study, researcher background information, 

and a conclusion. 

Chapter Two includes the theoretical framework, learning environments, social 

presence, tools for measuring social presence in online learning environments, and 

teaching in an online learning environment.  

Chapter Three contains the methodology that will be used in the study. The 

chapter includes a description of the research design strategy, methods, setting, 

participants, data collection, analysis procedures, ethical considerations, and limitations. 

Chapter Four encompasses the data collected, data analysis, and results.  

Chapter Five presents the summary and discussion of the data, recommendations 

for future research, implications of the study, summary of the findings, and the 

conclusion.  
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Chapter 2 –Review of Literature Review 

Introduction 

The following literature review will inform the reader of the background 

knowledge needed to understand why it is important to discover strategies that can be 

implemented into an online course in order to create and maintain a sense of social 

presence. This literature review will focus on social presence, tools for measuring social 

presence in online courses, course formats, teaching online courses, theoretical 

framework, strategies for teaching online courses, library media specialist and technology 

integrator programs, and a summary.  

The primary question guiding this research is: which strategies can be implemented into 

an online course in order to create and maintain a sense of social presence? 

The two secondary questions guiding this research are: 

• which strategies can be implemented into an online course in order to create and 

maintain a sense of social presence between the professor and students; and  

• which strategies can be implemented into an online course in order to create and 

maintain a sense of social presence between the students and each other? 

The purpose of this study is to determine strategies that can be implemented into 

an online course in order to create and maintain a sense of social presence between both 

the professor and students and students and each other. Without the sense of social 

presence in an online course, students feel as though they are interacting in isolation with 

a computer instead of a real person or persons (Kelly & Claus, 2015). In Reio and Crim’s  

(2013) study, they found that students were more likely to enroll in another online course 

if they were satisfied with the social presence and learning experiences in their present 
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online course. It is apparent that there is a need for implementing strategies that create 

and maintain a sense of social presence into online course in order to retain students in 

online courses. Therefore this study will investigate strategies that create and maintain a 

sense of social presence by researching the online library media specialist certification, 

technology integrator certification, and the dual certification of both the library media 

specialist and technology integrator programs at Plymouth State University.  

Social Presence 

Social presence is an integral part of the theoretical framework for this study. 

Gunawardena and Zittle (1997) define social presence as “the degree to which a person is 

perceived as a ‘real person’ in mediated communication” (p. 9). Social presence refers to 

the way that a person attempts to construct his or her own judgment of another person’s 

identity while communicating from a physical distance. Individuals usually use their 

verbal cues and body language in order to determine their personalities and construct 

their own judgments of another person’s identity in a face-to-face course, but that it not 

possible in an online course. In online courses, students connect and interact from a 

physical distance. 

Social presence was originally defined by Short, Williams, and Christie (1976) as 

“degree of salience of the other person in the interaction and the consequent salience of 

the interpersonal relationships” (as cited in Zhan, & Mei, 2013, p. 132). Garrison, 

Anderson, and Archer (2000) were the first to redefine social presence in the context of 

learning in online courses as “the ability of participants in a community of inquiry to 

project themselves socially and emotionally, as “real” people (I.e., their full personality), 

through the medium of communication being used” (p. 94). Students in online courses 
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interact through forms of text-based communication, which are void of verbal cues and 

body language. In order for students to project themselves socially and emotionally, 

social presence is needed in an online course (Reio & Crim, 2013). Kehrwald (2008) 

studied social presence in online courses and discovered that social presence helps 

learners overcome the limits of text-based communication.  

Social presence relates to whether the professor and students feel they are 

interacting with real people when they are online. Social presence online is the ability of 

a professor or student to become aware of another person, perceive them as real, and be 

able to connect with them through computer mediated communication. “Social presence 

is a measure of the feeling of community that a learner experiences in an online 

environment” (Tu & McIsaac, 2002, p. 131). In an online environment, social presence is 

a feeling of belongingness that a student feels with their professor and with other 

students.  

Tu and McIsaac (2002) found that social presence positively impacts online 

interaction. Zhan and Mei (2013) discovered that social presence has a strong effect on 

online learners achievement and satisfaction. As indicated by the literature on social 

presence, it is evident that social presence is important in online courses.  

Social Presence in Online Courses  

Tu and McIsaac (2002) define social presence in an online course as “the degree 

of feeling, perception, and reaction of being connected by CMC (computer-mediated 

communication) to another intellectual entity through text-based encounter” (p. 140). Tu 

(2002) defines Computer Mediated Communication (CMC) as corresponding through the 

use of electronic mail (e-mail), online bulletin boards, and real-time discussion online. E-
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mail is a form of correspondence where one person sends text-based communication to 

one or more people. Online bulletin boards are text-based correspondence between 

multiple students usually posted in an online course for all of the students to view. Real-

time discussions refer to text-based communication between one or more people at the 

same time. Based on the agreed upon definitions of social presence in the literature, for 

the purpose of this study, social presence in an online course will be defined as when 

students and professors express their thoughts and emotions through computer mediated 

communication in order to share their identities with each other. 

Social presence strengthens students’ experiences of online learning by allowing 

them to cultivate and maintain productive relationships with others in an online course 

(Kehrwald, 2008). Students need to build social identities for participating and 

collaborating with other students, which also enhances their social presence (Chih-

Hsiung, Cherng-Jyh, Blocher, & Junn-Yih, 2012). Students in online courses create social 

identities to share with their professor and fellow classmates, in order to build their social 

presence online. Social identities are needed since students and professors are 

communicating through technology devices, and they are not meeting face-to-face.  

Rovai (2007) determined that the professor of an online course plays an important 

part in cultivating motivation and continuing to motivate students by planning activities 

and facilitating social events. The professor builds the activities that create social 

presence by allowing students to interact socially. The social interactions allow students 

to share their social identities with each other and the professor, which in turn will 

strengthen the sense of social presence in the online course (Rovai, 2007).  
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Garrison (2007) breaks down social presence into three categories; open 

communication, group cohesion, and affective expression. Open communication is 

established when learners interact online. Group cohesion happens when learners are 

interacting in meaningful conversations online that contribute to their knowledge base. 

Affective expression is created online by using words or objects to express emotions 

through text based communication. Garrison and Arbaugh (2007) stated that “social 

presence evolves from open communication (interaction), to purposeful academic 

exchanges (discourse), and finally, to achieving a feeling of camaraderie” (p. 160). 

Establishing social presence in an online course is a process that moves through stages, 

and takes time to achieve.  

Five Facets of Social Presence 

Sung and Mayer (2012) identified the five facets of social presence in online 

courses as: “social respect (e.g. receiving timely responses), social sharing (e.g., sharing 

information or expressing beliefs), open mind (e.g., expressing agreement or receiving 

positive feedback), social identity (e.g., being called by name), and intimacy (e.g., 

sharing personal experiences)” (p. 1738). Social respect is when professors and students, 

or student and students, engage in interactions where they express appreciation, use 

humor, or engage in friendly conversation. Social sharing is when professors and 

students, or student and students, engage in a close relationship where they exchange 

personal stories. Open mind is when professors and students, or student and students, 

express agreement or disagreement, positive feedback, or simply express their emotions 

or opinions. Social identity is when professors and students, or student and students, use 

greetings or first names in discussions. Intimacy is when professors and students, or 
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student and students, share personal stories and feelings with each other, in an online 

learning environment. It is important to know the five facets of social presence in order to 

develop an online course where social presence is imbedded into the interactions between 

participants.  

Establishing a relationship between online participants can be achieved only after 

trust has been built (Plante & Asselin, 2014). In order to build trust, participants need to 

be aware of other participants’ feelings (Plante & Asselin, 2014). Social Presence plays 

an important role in building trust and improving communication between students (Tu & 

McIsaac, 2002). When social presence improved in an online course, than online 

communication between students improved (Tu & McIsaac, 2002). Since social presence 

improves communication, then tools for measuring social presence were explored.  

Tools for Measuring Social Presence in Online Courses 

The three tools that are used most often when measuring social presence in online 

courses are;  

• Social Presence Scale (Gunawardena & Zittle, 1997) 

• Social Presence and Privacy Questionnaire (Tu, 2001) 

• The Community of Inquiry Survey (Arbaugh, et. al., 2008) 

Social Presence Scale 

The Social Presence Scale is a fourteen-item scale developed by Gunawardena 

and Zittle as part of the GlobalEd questionnaire (1997). Gunawardena and Zittle (1997) 

define social presence as “the degree to which a person is perceived as a “real person” in 

mediated communication” (p. 9). There are fourteen-items that assess social presence in 

online courses using a six point likert scale. The scale choices are strongly agree, agree, 
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somewhat agree, somewhat disagree, disagree, and strongly disagree. Gunawardena and 

Zittle’s 1997 study of “Social Presence as a Predictor of Satisfaction Within a Computer-

Mediated Conferencing Environment” found that social presence is a firm predictor of 

satisfaction in a text-based computer conference. The fourteen statements are: 

• Messages on GlobalEd were impersonal 

• Online or web-based education is an excellent medium for social 

interaction  

• I felt comfortable conversing through this medium 

• I felt comfortable introducing myself in this course 

• The introductions enabled me to form a sense of online community 

• The instructor created a feeling of an online community 

• I felt comfortable participating in course discussions 

• The instructor facilitated discussions in the course 

• I felt comfortable interacting with other participants in the course 

• I felt that my point of view was acknowledged by other participants in the 

course 

• I was able to form distinct individual impressions of some course 

participants 

• My level of learning that took place in this course was of the highest 

quality 

• Overall this course met my learning expectations 

• Overall the instructor for this course met my expectations 
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The fourteen statements can be used as predictors of social presence in text-based 

learning environments. Online courses are text based learning environments; therefore 

the questions can be used to measure social presence in online courses.  

Cobb (2009) used the social presence scale in a recent study of online learning in 

a nursing program at a public college in the northeastern United States. Cobb (2009) 

surveyed students in a fully online course using asynchronous and text-based 

communication styles. The results of her study determined that social presence remains to 

be an important and influential component of the quality of the online learning 

experience from the student perspective (Cobb, 2009). Her results indicated that the 

Social Presence Scale developed by Gunawardena and Zittle remains a highly reliable 

research instrument to measure social presence in online courses (Cobb, 2009).   

Social Presence and Privacy Questionnaire 

 The Social Presence and Privacy Questionnaire was developed by Tu (2002), and 

consists of twelve statements that measure social presence in online courses. Tu (2002) 

defines social presence as “the degree of person-to-person awareness, which occurs in a 

mediated environment” (p. 294). The twelve statements are answered by using a five 

point Likert scale. The scale indicators are strongly agree, agree, uncertain, disagree and 

strongly disagree. The participant indicates the degree to which they agree or disagree 

with the statement as it relates to Computer Mediated Communication (CMC). The 

twelve survey questions are: 

• CMC allows me to participate comfortably in activities with others 

• CMC allows me to communicate comfortably with my communication 

style 
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• CMC allows others to respond to my messages in an acceptable time 

• CMC allows me to participate comfortably when I am familiar with the 

topics 

• CMC allows me to build more positive social relationships with others 

• CMC allows me to build trust relationships 

• CMC allows me to perform social interactions 

• Text-based CMC messages are easy to understand and to express 

• CMC allows me to use my keyboarding skills comfortably 

• CMC allows me to be assured that my private messages will not be 

forwarded to the public 

• CMC allows me to be assured that my personal information cannot be 

obtained by others 

• CMC allows me to communicate in a private and confidential way 

The questions are important in order to determine if there is a sense of social presence in 

an online course. In their study Online Social Presence; A Study of Score Validity of the 

Computer-Mediated Communication Questionnaire (CMCQ), Tu & Yen (2008) made 

adjustments to the 2002 survey, which consisted of twenty-four questions, and pulled out 

the twelve questions that measure social presence. They separated the twelve test items 

measuring social presence into four target areas, as displayed in Figure 2.1: Social 

Presence Target Areas.  

Factor Question # Question Content 
Social Context  Question Number 1:  CMC messages are social 

forms of communication. 
 Question Number 3: CMC messages convey 

feeling and emotion. 
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 Question Number 16: CMC allows me to build 

more caring social 
relationships with others. 
 

 Question Number 20: CMC permits the building 
of trust relationships. 

Privacy Question Number 4: CMC is 
private/confidential. 

 Question Number 18: It is unlikely that someone 
might obtain personal 
information about you 
from the CMC messages.  
 

 Question Number 24: It is unlikely that someone 
else might redirect your 
messages. 

Interactivity Questions Number 8:  
 

Users of CMC normally 
respond to messages 
immediately. 
 

 Questions Number 13: I am comfortable 
participating, even if I am 
not familiar with the 
topics. 

 Question Number 23:  I am comfortable with the 
communication styles 
employed by CMC users. 

Online Communication  Questions Number 10: It is easy to express what I 
want to communicate 
through CMC. 

 Question number 22: My computer keyboard 
skills allow me to be 
comfortable while 
participating in CMC. 

Figure 2.1: Social Presence Target Areas (Adapted from Tu & Yen, 2008, p. 300) 

The four target areas are social context, privacy, interactivity, and online communication. 

Based on the results of Tu & Yen’s (2008) study, online “social presence appears to be a 

multidimensional concept, and is conceptualized as the degree of perception (online 

communication), feeling (social context), reaction (interactivity), and trustworthiness 

(privacy) of being connected by CMC to another intellectual entity through electronic 
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media” (p. 306). The connection to others, and how people think others view them, and 

how they react to being viewed by others is attributed to their social presence. It explains 

how one person feels when connected to another person. 

Tu and Yen (2008) define social context as “regarding the social feelings and 

experiences of computer-mediated communication (CMC) users toward the CMC 

environment and another intelligent being” (p. 299). Social context refers to the users 

feelings towards the computer-mediated environment as well as their feelings towards the 

other person. Social presence refers to how users feel about each other, and how each of 

them presents themselves socially and emotionally, while communicating in a computer-

mediated environment.  

 Tu and Yen (2008) define privacy in a Computer Mediated Communication 

(CMC) environment as “how confident of security the users are in the CMC 

environment” (p. 299). Privacy refers to how comfortable users feel that their online 

interactions will be kept confidential and not be sent to other users without their 

knowledge. Users need to feel confident that their online interactions will remain private 

in order for the users to feel comfortable expressing their thoughts and opinions (Tu & 

Yen, 2008). In order for users to feel that their interactions will remain private, they have 

to trust the students they are interacting with.  

Tu and Yen (2008) define interactivity as “referring to behavioral reaction as an 

element of social presence. The potential for feedback from another contributes to the 

degree of salience of another person in the interaction” (p. 299). Interactivity refers to the 

participation between learners in the course, and how comfortable they feel participating 
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with other learners in the course. It is how students in an online course feel when they are 

actively participating with their classmates and professor. 

Tu and Yen (2008) define online communication as “the users perception of the 

use, and attributes of online communication technology, such as e-mail, threaded 

discussions, and real-time chat” (p. 299). Online communication is when a person is able 

to get across, to other people, what it is he/she means using text-based communication. 

Since the person is not physically present with the other people in the course, he/she 

needs to get their point across through text-based communication.  

How comfortable a person feels with their keyboarding skills can affect how well 

they communicate with others in an online course (Tu & Yen, 2008). If a student were 

not comfortable with their keyboarding skills, then it would be hard for them to formulate 

a text-based response as a form of communication with another student or with their 

professor.  

The Community of Inquiry Survey 

Social Presence in online courses can also be measured using the Community of 

Inquiry Framework (CoI) Survey. The CoI survey has been used in many research 

studies, and has become one of the most well known models guiding research in online 

learning in higher education (Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007). The Community of Inquiry 

Framework consists of three elements; teaching presence, social presence, and cognitive 

presence. The results of a study conducted by Arbaugh et al. (2008) “support the use of 

the CoI instrument as a valid measure of Teaching, Social, and Cognitive Presence” (p. 

135). The CoI survey has been used widely for studying online learning, and as recent as 

2013, the CoI framework is considered the most advanced online learning model to date 
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(Garrison & Akyol, 2013). The Community of Inquiry model can provide meaning and 

guide the idea of collaborative constructivist approaches to teaching and learning in an 

online course (Akyol & Garrison, 2009). The element of social presence was chosen over 

the other two presences for the purpose of this study because social presence is the basis 

of collaborative learning and the support for deep, constructivist learning online (Boston 

et al., 2010).  

The framework for the Community of Inquiry (CoI) is based on the social 

constructivist view of building knowledge together. The framework is a collaborative 

constructivist approach to teaching and learning (Garrison & Akyol, 2011). The 

framework is structured to guide collaborative learning in online courses. The focus in a 

CoI is “constructing meaning and collaboratively confirming understanding through 

critical thinking and discourse” (Akyol & Garrison, 2013, p. 5) The objective of the CoI 

is on the student building knowledge with other students in an online course. Students 

exchange knowledge, and build on each other’s knowledge, together.  

The Community of Inquiry Framework (CoI) was developed by Garrison, 

Anderson, and Archer (2000) in order to measure social presence, cognitive presence, 

and teaching presence in online courses. (Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007; Akyol & Garrison 

2008; Akyol, Garrison & Ozden 2009; Akyol & Garrison 2011). Social presence is 

defined as “the ability of participants to identify with the community (e.g., course of 

study), communicate purposefully in a trusting environment, and develop inter-personal 

relationships by way of projecting their individual personalities” (Garrison, 2009, p. 352). 

Cognitive presence is defined as “the exploration, construction, resolution and 

confirmation of understanding through collaboration and reflection in a community of 
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inquiry” (Garrison, 2007, p. 65) Teaching presence is defined as the “design, facilitation, 

and direct instruction” in an online learning community (Garrison, 2007, p. 67). “It is 

critically important to appreciate that the CoI theoretical framework is a process model 

consistent with Dewey’s belief in scientific inquiry and the reflective process” (Akyol & 

Garrison, 2013, p. 5). John Dewey (1913) thought teachers should provide their students 

with tasks that required students to think and use reflective thinking practices.  

“The collaborative and shared processes of a community of inquiry (CoI) creates 

Vygotsky’s notion of a “zone of proximal development” socially and cognitively through 

participation of the members of the community” (Akyol & Garrison, 2013, p. 3). The 

Community of Inquiry establishes a learning community where students learn from other, 

more knowledgeable students or the professor in an online course. Lev Vygotsky (1926) 

believed that learning is based in social situations, and that social activity involves two or 

more people interacting together to construct content. As Zimmerman and Schunk (2003) 

pointed out “Vygotsky drew connections between interactions within the zone of 

proximal development and an expanded context of social development” (p. 215) A 

learner’s development is based on his increasing growth and the more knowledgeable 

other that he/she is working with. The more knowledgeable other could be another 

classmate in the class or the teacher that the learner is connected to during the learning 

experience.   

The Community of Inquiry survey has 34 statements, which focus on teaching 

presence, cognitive presence, and social presence. The statements are answered with a 

five point Likert type scale; 1= strongly disagree, 2= disagree, 3= neutral, 4= agree, and 5 

= strongly agree. According to a study conducted by Arbaugh et al. (2008) on the 
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Community of Inquiry framework (2000) “the results of the study suggest that the 

instrument is a valid, reliable, and efficient measure of the dimensions of social presence” 

(p. 133). The nine statements that focus on social presence are: 

• I was able to form distinct impressions of some course participants 

• I felt comfortable disagreeing with other course participants while still 

maintaining a sense of trust  

• The instructor helped keep the course participants on task in a way that 

helped me to learn 

• Getting to know other course participants gave me a sense of belonging in 

the course 

• I felt comfortable conversing through the online medium 

• Online or web-based communication is an excellent medium for social 

interaction  

• I felt comfortable participating in the course discussions 

• Online discussions help me to develop a sense of collaboration 

• Demographic questions will be age, gender, and ethnicity 

Statements retrieved/adapted from: (Garrison, Cleveland-Innes, & Fung, 2010, p. 33). 

For the purpose of this study, the three tools that are most often used when 

measuring social presence in online learning environments will be used as guides when 

creating survey questions and/or statements for this study.  

1. Social Presence Scale (Gunawardena & Zittle, 1997) 

2. Social Presence and Privacy Questionnaire (Tu, 2001) 

3. The Community of Inquiry Survey (Arbaugh, et. al., 2008) 



 32 

Course Formats 

In higher education, courses are offered in three ways: face-to-face (FTF) courses, 

blended courses (hybrid), and online courses (e-learning). Figure 2.2: Course Formats 

describes the three different course formats as Allen & Seaman (2013) define them: 

Proportion of Content 
Delivered Online 

Type of Course Typical Description 

0% Face-to-Face Course where no online 
technology is used. Content 

is delivered in writing or 
orally. 

30-79% Blended Course that blends online 
and face-to-face delivery. 
Substantial proportion of 
the content is delivered 
online, typically uses online 
discussions, and typically 
has a reduced number of 
face-to-face meetings. 

80+% Online (e-learning) A course where all of the 
content is delivered online. 
There are no face-to-face 

meetings. 
Figure 2.2: Course Formats (Adapted from Allen & Seaman, 2013, p. 7) 

Face-to-Face Courses 

A face-to-face course is defined as a format where no online technology is used. 

Content is delivered in writing or orally (Allen & Seaman, 2013). The classes are 

delivered in a synchronous course format and include verbal conversations. Synchronous 

learning is when a student learns along side their professor, other students in the class, or 

both. The learner is learning in sync with others at exactly the same time. Students in a 

face-to-face learning environment are physically connected to the professor and other 

students in the course. Face-to-face learning environments take place in a building with 

the professor and students meeting together for a specific amount of time throughout the 
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course duration. Students in fully face-to-face classes do not interact in an online learning 

environment.  

Blended Courses 

A blended course is defined as a format that blends online and face-to-face 

delivery. Substantial proportion of the content is delivered online, typically uses online 

discussions, and typically has a reduced number of face-to-face meetings (Allen & 

Seaman, 2013). Blended courses are delivered in both asynchronous and synchronous 

delivery formats, and include both text-based communication and verbal conversations. 

Asynchronous learning is instructor-led, but includes student-student as well as 

instructor-student communication, and is taught from anywhere, at a time convenient for 

the student (Wu, Bieber, & Hiltz, 2008). Students in blended learning environments meet 

online, as well as in face-to-face classes.  

Online Courses 

An online course, otherwise known as e-learning, is defined as a format in which 

at least 80% or more of the content is delivered online (Allen & Seaman, 2013). There 

are limited face-to-face meetings, and students communicate through computer-mediated 

communication. There is no timing requirement for logging into an online course, but the 

course does have specific due dates for discussions and assignments. Students are not told 

when to log in to start learning. They make the choice to contribute to the knowledge 

base of the course at a time convenient for them. Online learning is independent of time 

and location and supports students in a team environment as active, independent, self-

reflective and collaborative participants (Pektas & Bilkent, 2011). For the purpose of this 
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study, online learning will be defined as a format where 100% of the content is delivered 

online.  

Teaching Online Courses 

 Learning management systems (LMS) are needed to teach online. The most 

commonly used online learning management system is Blackboard (Dahlstrom, Brooks, 

& Bichsel, 2014). Other commonly used learning management systems are Canvas, 

Sakai, Moodle, Angel Learning, Desire2Learn, and eCollege (Dahlstrom, Brooks, & 

Bichsel, 2014). “LMSs have become integral to students’ learning experiences, faculty 

teaching experiences, and institutional communication plans since they first emerged on 

the higher education campuses in the 1990s” (Dahlstrom, Brooks, & Bichsel, 2014). 

Faculty and students, when participating in online courses, use learning management 

systems. “Learning management systems are ubiquitous in higher education, with 99% of 

colleges and universities reporting that they have a LMS in place” (Dahlstrom, Brooks, & 

Bichsel, 2014). Learning management systems are commonly used in higher education.  

The open-source software Moodle (Modular Object-Oriented Dynamic Learning 

Environment) will be used as the online learning management system for this study 

(Moodle, 2016). Moodle “is designed primarily to facilitate learning based on 

constructivist and constructionist principles” (Bognar, Gajger, & Ivic, 2015, p. 36). 

Constructivist learning is when people learn best together, by interacting together, and 

building knowledge together (Poelmans & Wessa, 2015). The main principle underlying 

Moodle is learning through interaction (Pektas, & Bilkent, 2011). In a research study 

conducted by Bognar, Gajger, and Ivic (2015) “Constructivist E-Learning in Higher 

Education” they found that discussion boards in Moodle enabled constructivist learning. 
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The discussions allowed students to interact with each other in order to deepen their 

understanding of what they learn and come up together with possible explanations to a 

specific problem (Bognar, Gajger, & Ivic, 2015). The modules in Moodle that 

specifically enable constructivist learning are the chat module, which allows students to 

text synchronically, and the forums module, which allows students to have asynchronous 

discussions (Coskun, & Arslan, 2014). Moodle allows the development of connected 

learning (Olmos, Mena, Torrecilla, & Iglesias, 2015). Kaltura Video Package for Moodle 

allows professors to upload, manage, publish, and share rich-media content within the 

online course management system (Moodle, 2016). Rich-media content includes 

synchronized video presentations with slides, video assignments, video resources, wikis, 

forums, surveys, and quizzes (Moodle, 2016). 

Theoretical Framework 

“Social interaction among two or more people is the greatest motivating force in 

human development” (Eun, 2010, p. 410). People need other people to build knowledge 

together. When people co-construct knowledge together, they share perspectives, and 

continuously develop new ideas together. Co-constructing knowledge together is known 

as social constructivism. The fundamental guideline is that students create their own 

learning and teachers guide the process of the construction of knowledge through 

interactions (Olmos, Mena, Torrecilla, & Iglesias, 2015). 

The theoretical background for this research study is social constructivism. Social 

constructivism is a philosophy of learning that is an active process of building knowledge 

with another person or persons. Akyol and Garrison (2013) define social constructivism 

as “a process embedded in critical discourse that provides an inherent opportunity to 
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challenge and test understanding (understanding is achieved through shared meaning, 

negotiation and agreement; with broader agreement collective knowledge is realized)” (p. 

4). Brooks and Brooks (2001) define social constructivism “as a view of learning that 

emphasizes the role and nature of interaction with others to challenge what is known, 

enhance connections with existing knowledge and build new pathways for additional 

ideas” (as cited in Bryant & Bates, 2015, p. 17) Poelmans and Wessa (2013) describe 

social constructivism as students being “active participants by applying concepts to 

problems, reflecting on proposed ideas, and creating appropriate insights based on peers 

and the instructor” (p. 386). Students constructing knowledge together need to feel both a 

sense of belonging (social presence) and a sense of community in order to collaborate 

effectively (Lee, 2013). Establishing and nurturing a learning community where members 

feel comfortable sharing knowledge and building on knowledge together are important in 

a constructivist online course (Rovai, 2007).  

Community Building and Collaboration 

The review of literature on social constructivism indicated that students 

constructing knowledge together, in a collaborative environment, is the core of social 

constructivism. “If educators ascribe to the social constructivist learning theory, then 

helping students interact with one another around meaning-making with course content 

should be at the center of successful teaching and learning” (Moreillon, 2015, p. 46). 

Higher education has routinely viewed community as imperative to support collaborative 

learning (Tirado, Hernando, & Aguaded, 2015, p. 2). Community building is essential in 

order for collaborative work to take place. Brown (2014) describes the three stages of 

building community in computer-mediated communication as: 
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• Making online acquaintances. Students who sense common interests begin 

to make contact and form relationships.  

• Sensing community acceptance. Students who interact in a thoughtful way 

over time begin to accept each other.  

• Achieving camaraderie. Students feel a sense of rapport, trust, goodwill, 

and friendship for each other. (as cited in Rovai, 2007, p. 81). 

An important objective in online courses is the creation of learning communities 

where students feel connected to each other and able to assist each other in their efforts to 

learn (Rovai, 2007). According to Garrison, Anderson, and Archer (2000), “the 

expression of emotions, feelings, and moods is a characteristic of social presence and 

providing an opportunity for such expressions should promote both social presence and 

community building” (as cited in Rovai, 2007, p. 81). Students need to feel that they are 

engaging in personal interactions that will allow them to construct connections and build 

a sense of community. According to Freiberg and Lamb (2009), “building relationships 

with students can be crucial to their academic, social, and emotional success” (p. 102). 

Students in an online course are not immediately members of a learning community, and 

developing a sense of community takes time and is accomplished with great effort (Beth 

et al., 2015). 

Constructing meaning together, in a collaborative learning environment is the 

premise for social constructivism. Collaborative learning is when knowledge is 

constructed and negotiated with others in socio-cultural situations (Comeaux & 

McKenna-Byington, 2003). Collaborative learning in higher education can occur between 

the student and their professor, as well as between the student and other students. 
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“Collaboration in an educational community has both a social and academic focus; 

community where open communication is to be nurtured through both cohesive social 

communication and purposeful academic communication” (Akyol & Garrison, 2013, p. 

3). An educational community is a place where learners construct knowledge together in 

a social situation. The educational community in an online course is a collaborative 

community.  

“Collaboration goes beyond simple interaction in the sense that it is clearly 

focused on a problem or dilemma where students are deeply engaged in purposeful 

discourse to construct meaning and collaboratively share meaning and validate 

understanding” (Akyol & Garrison, 2009, p. 23).  Collaboration is when learners work 

together to understand problems and solve problems. The learners cooperate on the 

learning process and understand and solve a problem together. In the process of solving a 

problem together, learners build new knowledge together.  

Through their research on online learning, So and Brush (2008) discovered that it 

is important for instructional designers to deliberately design online courses in order to 

provide students with significant opportunities for both collaboration and social 

interactions. Collaborative learning is established and maintained with a combination of 

participation, interaction, and social presence (Huahui, Sullivan, & Mellenius, 2013). 

Social presence is needed when learners are participating in collaboration activities 

online. Collaboration activities that enhance social presence include activities where the 

instructor models social presence behaviors (So & Brusch, 2008). Kim, Glassman, and 

Williams, (2015) advise instructors of online courses, “to take into account strategies and 
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technologies that increase both the social space (social presence) and possibilities for 

shared, interest driven, goal directed activities” (p. 341).  

Strategies For Teaching Online Courses 

The review of literature identified some strategies on how to create social 

presence in online courses. The following paragraphs will describe specific strategies that 

can be used to enhance social presence in online courses; 

• Introductions 

• Discussion Boards 

• Feedback 

Introductions 

Strategies to promote social presence incorporate activities, which focus on 

getting to know other participants by posting personal information and posting pictures 

(Redmond & Lock, 2006). Posting a profile picture is one way to create social presence 

in an online environment (Edwards, Stoll, Faculak, & Karman, 2015). Kehrwald (2008) 

suggests introduction activities to get to know each other and build trust amongst the 

online participants. Rovai (2007) suggested creating an initial course discussion board 

that promotes socio-emotional responses by allowing online learners to introduce 

themselves to their professor and classmates. In Redmond and Lock’s (2006) study, it 

was found that activities that allowed students to get to know each other increased social 

presence in the online courses. 

Discussion Boards 

Rovai (2007) presented an article on facilitating asynchronous online discussions 

effectively, and found that professors need to create discussion forums for socio-
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emotional discussions that nurture a strong sense of community within the course. In the 

online discussions, the exchange of knowledge can be between the student and the 

professor, or the student and another student in the online course. Dow (2008) established 

that promoting deliberate interactions online, to take the place of face-to-face 

interactions, helps students get to know their peers before they interact with each other 

online. Interacting in online discussions is different from interactions that take place in 

the face-to-face classroom. In an online course students and professors interact through 

written dialogue instead of verbally, like they would in a face-to-face course. Researchers 

Munuz, Pellegrini-Lafont, and Cramer (2014) argue “because of the separation of 

instruction and learning, it is essential for instructors to structure their communications 

more carefully and deliberately than they do in a face-to-face class” (p. 58). Instructors 

are charged with the challenge of communicating effectively with participants through 

text-based communication, which can be more complicated than verbal communication 

(Terblanché, 2015).   

Discussion boards are used for interactions between the professor and the student 

and the student and other students. Bentley, Secret, and Cummings (2015) illustrated how 

setting high expectations for participation in online exercises and discussion boards, and 

holding students accountable for their participation, will aid in building positive social 

presence in an online course. Creating discussions that promote meaningful interactions 

amongst the students and professor assists in creating social presence and helps in 

avoiding the chance that students will feel disconnected from their professors and peers 

in an online course. Researchers Weaver and Albion (2005) discovered that students were 

more apt to participate in discussions if the online facilitator was involved in the 
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discussions, and if the online facilitator modeled forms of social presence in the 

discussions.  

As Brown (2014) stated “discussion boards are reflective in nature because they 

force students to read other perspectives and carefully consider a response” (p. 177). 

Online discussion boards provide students with time to reflect and research for their 

responses before they submit an answer. Students are able to take an allowable amount of 

time, determined by the professor, when responding to a question. They are able to take 

time to reflect on their answers since they do not have to come up with a response 

instantly, like they would have to in a face-to-face course. They are able to take their 

time, and post responses that are thoughtful and reflective.  

Rovai (2007) reported that grading course discussions prompts online learners to 

participate more often, and also aids in increasing the sense of community. Grading 

discussions sparks student motivation and also holds them accountable for participating 

with their professors and peers during online discussions (Rovai, 2007). Grading the 

discussions will ensure that students contribute to the discussions a specific amount of 

time, usually determined by the professor. Using a rubric in order to provide students 

with expectations and grading guidelines for the discussions has been shown to improve 

the quality of student contributions (Wyss, Freedman, & Siebert, 2014). The rubric 

provides students with an outline of discussion expectations and scores in order for 

students to better understand the requirements of the discussion and the content required 

for contribution to an online discussion (Wyss, Freedman, & Siebert, 2014).   

Feedback 
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While researching face-to-face (F2F) classes versus online classes, Bryant and 

Bates (2015) discovered that regular feedback from professors in online courses is even 

more imperative than for F2F teaching because of the student-instructor distance that is 

inherent in an online format. Bryant and Bates (2015) disclosed that feedback in an 

online course should be “personalized for groups and individuals; synchronous and 

asynchronous; come from both peers and instructors; and help candidates to provide 

feedback to the instructor about teaching effectiveness” (p. 20). Feedback is important 

from both the instructor, as well as from other students in the class. Personalizing the 

feedback to the particular student will aid in enhancing the sense of social presence in the 

course. Comeaux (2003) affirms the need for frequent, consistent, and timely feedback in 

online courses.  

Plante and Asselin (2014) determined that “faculty messages that are respectful, 

positive, encouraging, timely, and frequent add to feelings of social presence and the 

reciprocal feelings of caring among students” (p. 222). Online discussion boards are 

virtual formats that are used by professors to interact with their students. Discussions that 

require comments and replies by both professors and students are a way to encourage 

interactions in online courses. According to Plante and Asselin (2014), “timely feedback, 

responding to students’ questions, and displays of empathy or support by faculty help 

students feel connected to the class, promote student interactions, and integrate caring 

and social presence into student course work” (p. 222). The professor’s behavior sets the 

mood for interactions amongst the students in an online course. 

Library Media Specialist and Technology Integrator Programs 
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 In the spring of 2004, Plymouth State University launched a new Library Media 

Specialist Certification Program. The program was launched in order to meet the needs of 

New Hampshire Librarians wanting certification as a Library Media Specialist, or 

candidates needing to take courses while seeking certification as a Library Media 

Specialist through the New Hampshire Alternative IV program. Before 2004, there was 

no other comprehensive certification program in the state of New Hampshire for Library 

Media Specialists.  

Library Media Specialists were considered a critical shortage area in the state of 

New Hampshire in 2004, when the new program was launched at Plymouth State 

University. As of the 2015-2016 school year, Library Media Specialists continue to be 

listed on the New Hampshire critical shortage list. When a teaching endorsement is listed 

on the critical shortage list, then a public school can hire a candidate that does not hold a 

teaching certification as a library media specialist. The candidate will have to apply to the 

State of New Hampshire for a statement of eligibility in order to start the Alternative IV 

certification process.  

The Library Media Specialist certification program was initially taught in a face-

to-face course delivery format, and then it went to a blended course delivery format, and 

it is now delivered in a fully online course format. The professors in the Library Media 

Specialist program are all certified by the State of New Hampshire as Library Media 

Specialists. The qualifications for a student applying to the program are a bachelor’s 

degree and a 3.0 grade point average. The core courses required for the Library Media 

Specialist certification are displayed below in Figure 2.3: Certification Core Courses. 

Course Name and Reference Number Course Description 
LM/CE 5010 Learning Resources Centers This course will focus on the role and 
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and Services 
 

functions of technology in K-12 schools. 
The topics covered will include the 
problems of organization and management, 
the types of learning resources and 
services, and federal and state programs 
and standards. We will also look at the 
developments and trends in technology and 
how it impacts school media centers. 

LM 5020 Cataloging and Classification This course will introduce the principles of 
organization of information and 
information retrieval systems. Topics 
covered will include organization of print 
and non-print collections, Dewey Decimal 
Classification, Library of Congress 
Classification, Library of Congress and 
Sears Subject Headings, Anglo-American 
Cataloging Rules and MARC records. 
Emphasis will be placed on cataloging and 
classification of school library materials. 
Library automation systems and their 
management, copy cataloging, and trends 
in technology will also be covered. 

LM 5030 Reference and Research 

 

This course will introduce student to 
concepts, principles and current 
developments in reference and information 
services for the school library/media center. 
This will include the most important and 
used reference materials in both print and 
electronic format, evaluation of reference 
sources, the reference interview, 
bibliographic instruction, and readers' 
advisory. 

LM/CE 5040 Integrating Technology in the 
School 
 

This course is designed to provide School 
Media Specialists and Technology 
Integrators with hands-on experience with 
multimedia technology and its effects on 
the 21st century learner. Current web and 
multimedia tools will be explored. Other 
topics to be covered are 
collaboration/teamwork with other 
educators and the role of the Library Media 
Specialist in integrating technology. 

LM 5300 Advanced Children’s/Young 
Adult Literature 
 

This advanced literature course will survey 
fiction and non-fiction books for school 
age students. Genres to be discussed 
include picture books, traditional literature, 
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modern fantasy, contemporary realistic 
fiction, historical fiction, multicultural 
literature, informational books, biographies 
and graphic books. Students will also 
explore new issues and trends in literature 
including technological advancements. The 
course is designed to help the educator 
evaluate and select appropriate literature to 
develop and maintain school library 
collections as well as classroom and 
instructional libraries. During this course, 
students will critically discuss current 
issues in children's and young adult 
literature. 

LM 5210 Practicum in School Media The practicum is to provide the student 
with a supervised field experience in one of 
several cooperating institutions or agencies. 
The purpose is to gain meaningful work 
experience through applying knowledge 
learned in previous coursework to the on-
the-job situation. Commitment includes a 
negotiated number of hours per week. 
Supervision is by the institution or agency 
concerned and by PSU faculty. 

Figure 2.3: Library Media Certification Core Courses (Library Media, n.d.) 

The Technology Integrator certification program was started in 2004. The 

Technology Integrator certification program was initially taught in a face-to-face course 

delivery format, and then it went to a blended course delivery format, and it is now 

delivered in a fully online course format. The professors in the Technology Integrator 

program are all certified by the State of New Hampshire as Technology Educators. The 

qualifications for a student applying to the program are a bachelor’s degree and a 3.0 

grade point average. The core courses required for the Technology Integrator certification 

are displayed below in Figure 2.4: Technology Integrator Certification Core Courses. 

Course Name and Reference Number Course Description 
LM/CE 5010 Learning Resources Centers 
and Services 
 

This course will focus on the role and 
functions of technology in K-12 schools. 
The topics covered will include the 
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problems of organization and management, 
the types of learning resources and 
services, and federal and state programs 
and standards. We will also look at the 
developments and trends in technology and 
how it impacts school media centers. 

LM/CE 5040 Integrating Technology in the 
School 
 

This course is designed to provide School 
Media Specialists and Technology 
Integrators with hands-on experience with 
multimedia technology and its effects on 
the 21st century learner. Current web and 
multimedia tools will be explored. Other 
topics to be covered are 
collaboration/teamwork with other 
educators and the role of the Library Media 
Specialist in integrating technology. 

CE 5120 The Integration of Digital 
Technology into the Common Core 
Standards  

This instructional technology course is 
designed to provide technology educators, 
School Media Specialists, K-12 educators, 
and administrators with an understanding 
of ways current and emerging technologies 
can be used to facilitate teaching, learning, 
and managing instruction. Discussions will 
focus on issues, trends, and current uses of 
technology in K-12 education. Sessions 
will focus upon gaining experience 
integrating digital technology within the 
Common Core Standards, evaluating web 
2.0 tools, exploring video resources, and 
designing technology enhanced lessons 
utilizing digital storytelling for K-12 
curriculum integration. 

CE 5140 Electronic Portfolio Development 
and Assessment  

This course is designed to investigate the 
principles of assessment educational 
technology that relate to the design, 
development, and assessment of electronic 
portfolios. Students will learn about the 
history, types, components, process, 
delivery, presentation, and assessment of 
electronic portfolios. Student will be 
expected to define the assessment 
approach, construct an electronic portfolio, 
and collaboratively design assessment tools 
that will be used to evaluate electronic 
portfolios. Additional areas of study in the 
course may include the influence of 
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educational policy on the implementation 
of electronic portfolios, the role of the 
electronic portfolios in professional 
development and recertification, or 
innovate technologies used in electronic 
portfolio development. 

CE 5960 Technology Educator Teaching 
Internship  

The teaching internship is to provide the 
student with a supervised field experience 
in one of several cooperating institutions or 
agencies. The purpose is to gain 
meaningful work experience through 
applying knowledge learned in previous 
course work to the on-the-job situation. 
Commitment includes a negotiated number 
of hours per week. Supervision is by the 
institution or agency concerned and by 
PSU faculty. 

Figure 2.4: Technology Integrator Certification Core Courses (Education Technology 

Integrator, n.d.) 

The dual certification of Library Media Specialist certification and Technology 

Integrator certification was started in the year 2013. The dual certification of Library 

Media Specialist certification and Technology Integrator certification program was 

initially taught in the fully online course format, and continues to be taught in the fully 

online course format. The dual certification combines the core courses for both the 

Library Media Specialist certification and the Technology Integrator certification. 

Students may complete the dual-certification program on its own or in 

conjunction with a Master of Education degree with a double major in library media and 

curriculum and instruction. Another option is for students to complete a Master of 

Education degree for Technology Integrator. Students may complete a certification in 

either library media or technology integrator, or a dual certification, which combines both 

certifications for library media specialist and technology integrator. Students have the 
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option of completing any of the three certifications without a Master of Education if they 

are already a certified teacher. 

Summary 

In Summary, a review of literature has indicated some strategies that can be 

implemented into an online course in order to create social presence, but further research 

is needed. According to Garrison and Arbaugh (2007), more research needs to be 

conducted in order to discover “practical strategies and guidelines on how best to create 

social presence in an online environment” (p. 168). This study will investigate strategies 

that can be used to create and maintain a sense of social presence in an online course.  

Chapter three will discuss the methodology used for the study. The methodology 

outlined in chapter three provides a framework for finding strategies that can be 

implemented into an online course in order to create and maintain a sense of social 

presence. 
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Chapter 3 - Methodology 

Introduction 

 This chapter is designed to describe the methodology utilized in the study of the 

library media specialist certification program, the technology integrator certification, and 

the dual certification for library media specialist and technology integrator program at 

Plymouth State University. This study was designed in order to discover which strategies 

could be implemented into an online course in order to create and maintain a sense of 

social presence. A mixed methods study utilizing a survey, interviews, and document 

analysis, will be used to conduct the research. 

The goal of this study is to learn which strategies could be implemented into an online 

course in order to create and maintain a sense of social presence between both the 

professor and students and student and each other. The fully online library media 

specialist and technology integrator programs at Plymouth State University will be the 

platform used for this study.  

Statement of the Problem 

With the increase of online learning, it is imperative that we discover strategies 

that can be implemented into online courses in order to create and maintain a sense of 

social presence. The concept of social presence has seldom been studied in online courses 

(So & Bush, 2008). There is a lack of research studies that specifically target strategies 

that can be implemented into online courses in order to create and maintain a sense of 

social presence amongst the learners in the course, as well as with the professor of the 

course. This study examined the technology integrator and library media specialist 

programs at Plymouth State University in order to see if the core courses created and 
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maintained a sense of social presence between professors and students and with students 

and each other. A review of literature indicated that there is a need to discover strategies 

that create social presence in online courses (Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007). This study 

contributed to the research on social presence in online courses by providing professors 

with strategies on how to create and maintain a sense of social presence in online courses.  

Research Questions  

The primary question guiding this research was: which strategies can be implemented 

into an online course in order to create and maintain a sense of social presence? 

The two secondary questions guiding this research were: 

• which strategies can be implemented into an online course in order to create and 

maintain a sense of social presence between the professor and students; and  

• which strategies can be implemented into an online course in order to create and 

maintain a sense of social presence between the students and each other? 

The Purpose of The Study 

The purpose of this study was to determine strategies that can be implemented 

into an online course in order to create and maintain a sense of social presence. This 

study used a mixed methods study examining the strategies that could be implemented 

into an online course in order for students to feel a sense of social presence with both 

their professor and their fellow classmates in the library media specialist and technology 

integrator programs at Plymouth State University. In a mixed methods design a 

researcher collects both quantitative and qualitative data (Creswell, 2014). The 

quantitative data was in the form of a survey, and the qualitative data was in the forms of 

both interviews and document analysis.  
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Methods 

This study was a mixed methods study using a quantitative survey and qualitative 

interviews and document analysis. The survey was emailed to the 110 graduate students 

enrolled in the library media specialist certification, the technology integrator 

certification, and the dual certification of library media specialist and technology 

integrator asking for their participation. The interviews were conducted either face-to-

face or over the phone and recorded for transcribing later on. The interviewees were 

graduate level students enrolled in the library media specialist certification, the 

technology integrator certification, and the dual certification of library media specialist 

and technology integrator. The three directors of the program, who have also taught a 

required course for the library media specialist certification, the technology integrator 

certification, and/or the dual certification of library media specialist and technology 

integrator, were asked to be interviewed. The document analysis was performed on the 

syllabi of the core courses for the programs, the student participants’ transcripts, and the 

Moodle courses. 

Quantitative Survey 

Graduate students currently enrolled in the library media specialist program, 

technology integrator program, or the dual certification of both the library media 

specialist program and the technology integrator program were asked to complete a 

survey. The anonymous survey was sent out using Qualtrics. The online survey was 

accessed through a link in an email, and was not a mandatory survey. Students were 

asked to volunteer to complete the surveys, or not, and the surveys did not have any 

reflection on their course grades. All responses were kept anonymous from students in 
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the courses. Only the researcher had access to the survey results. The first few questions 

of the survey were demographic questions: 

• Where do you currently live? 

• Which program are you currently enrolled in? 

• How many of the core courses have you taken so far? 

• Are you currently teaching? If so; 

o How long have you been teaching? 

o What subject area and/or grade do you currently teach in? 

The following statements will be answered with a five point Likert type scale; 1= 

strongly disagree, 2= disagree, 3= neutral, 4= agree, and 5 = strongly agree.  

1. Messages in the online courses were impersonal. 

2. Computer-mediated communication (text-based communication) is an 

excellent medium for social interaction. 

3. I felt comfortable conversing through text-based medium. 

4. I felt comfortable introducing myself in the online core courses. 

5. The introductions enabled me to form a sense of online community. 

6. I felt comfortable participating in the core course discussions. 

7. The instructors created a feeling of an online community. 

8. The instructors facilitated discussions in the online core courses. 

9. Discussions using the medium of computer-mediated communication tend to 

be more impersonal than face-to-face discussions. 

10. Computer mediated communication discussions are more impersonal than 

audio teleconference discussions. 
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11. Computer mediated communication discussions are more impersonal than 

video teleconference discussions. 

12. I felt comfortable interacting with other participants in the online core courses. 

13. I felt that my point of view was acknowledged by other participants in the 

online core courses. 

14. I was able to form distinct individual impressions of some course participants 

even though we communicated only via text-based medium. 

Qualitative Interviews 

Graduate students enrolled in either the library media specialist certification, 

technology integrator certification, or the dual certification program of both library media 

specialist and technology integrator were asked to be interviewed using open-ended 

questions in order to elicit views and opinions from the participants. Participants were 

asked to volunteer for the interview portion of this study through an inquiry on the 

survey, which was sent to all students. Creswell’s (2014) recommendations to start with a 

semi-structured interview protocol with a set of open-ended questions along with follow 

up probing questions was used for this study. The interview questions were: 

Interview Questions for Students: 

1. Has social presence been demonstrated in any of the online courses you have 

taken in this program? 

a. Were there any experiences that you specifically felt were effective in 

building trust (feeling comfortable)? 

b. Were there any experiences that you specifically felt were effective in 

building relationships?  
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2. Which assignments or activities in your online courses created a sense of social 

presence between you and your professor? 

3. Which assignments or activities in your online courses created a sense of social 

presence between you and other students in your online course? 

4. Did any of your professors model social presence in any of your online courses? 

a. If so, how? 

5. Do you have any suggestions on how social presence can be created in an online 

course? 

6. Is there any other information you want me to know about the strategies used to 

create social presence in your online courses? 

Interview Questions for Directors: 

1. Has social presence been integrated into any of the core courses that you teach?  

a. Were there any experiences that you specifically felt were effective in 

building trust amongst the participants?  

b. Were there any experiences that you specifically felt were effective in 

building relationships amongst the participants?  

2. Which assignments or activities in your online course created a sense of social 

presence between you and your students? 

3. Which assignments or activities in your online course created a sense of social 

presence between your students and each other?  

4. Did you model social presence in any of your courses? 

a. If so, how? 
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5. What do you believe was the most effective way for you to develop social 

presence in your course? 

6. Is there any other information you want me to know about the strategies used to 

create social presence in your online courses? 

The interviews were recorded with the participant’s informed consent. The 

interviews were scheduled to last approximately twenty minutes. The interviews were 

transcribed after the interview process was complete. The interviewees’ transcripts were 

checked against the audio files for mistakes as part of the data analysis.   

Document Analysis 

All of the syllabi from the core courses were analyzed for data. The syllabi 

content was coded for themes related to social presence. All student participants’ 

transcripts were analyzed for data. All of the core courses online management system 

(Moodle) were analyzed for data. The Moodle courses were examined and coded for 

themes related to social presence. 

Setting 

Plymouth State University (PSU) is a state university located in the White 

Mountains of New Hampshire. PSU offers both undergraduate and graduate programs. 

This study focused on students enrolled in graduate level courses, which are part of the 

library media specialist certification, technology integrator certification, and the dual 

certification of both library media specialist and technology integrator. The core courses 

required for the certifications were taught in fully online course formats.  

The technology integrator certification has been offered at Plymouth State 

University since 2001, and the library media specialist certification has been offered 
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since 2004. In the year 2013 the programs made a transition from face-to-face and 

blended courses to fully online courses. The online courses were offered at various times 

throughout the school year. The graduate academic school year is broken into four 

semesters: fall, winter, spring, and summer.  

Participants  

The participants were graduate students enrolled in the library media specialist 

certification program, the technology integrator certification, and the dual certification for 

both library media specialist and technology integrator at Plymouth State University. 

Participants had to have a bachelor’s degree and at least a 3.0 grade point average in 

order to be enrolled in any of the programs. Students may complete the dual-certification 

program on its own or in conjunction with a Master of Education degree with a double 

major in library media and curriculum and instruction. Another option is for students to 

complete a Master of Education degree for technology integrator. Students may complete 

a certification in either library media or technology integrator, or a dual certification, 

which combines both certifications for library media specialist and technology integrator. 

Students have the option of completing any of the three certifications without a Master of 

Education if they are already certified teachers in another area of study. All three 

certifications, technology integrator, library media specialist, and the dual certification of 

library media specialist and technology integrator are obtained by enrolling in the 

completely online program.  

All three certifications, technology integrator, library media specialist, and the 

dual certification of library media specialist and technology integrator are obtained by 

enrolling in the completely online program. If students enroll in the Master of Education 
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component, along with the certifications, then they will have some face-to-face courses. 

Not all of the courses required for the Master of Education are online courses. Students 

enrolled in the Master of Education component will have the option of online courses, 

blended courses, and face-to-face courses.  

The 110 students enrolled in the library media specialist certification program, the 

technology integrator certification, or the dual certification for library media specialist 

and technology integrator at Plymouth State University were sent the survey by email. 

The survey was an optional survey, and was accessed by clicking on a link in an email.  

There was a message at the end of the survey asking for volunteers to participate 

in the interview portion of the data collection. The participants were asked to contact the 

researcher by email in order to set up a time and place to be interviewed.  

There have been a total of four directors of the library media specialist 

certification program, the technology integrator certification, and the dual certification for 

library media specialist and technology integrator at Plymouth State University since the 

onset of the program in 2004. Three of the four directors were asked to participate in this 

study because they had taught at least one core course in the programs. The fourth 

director did not teach any core courses in any of the certification programs. Therefore, 

that director was not asked to participate in this study.  

Data Collection 

The data collection materials used to conduct this study consisted of a survey, 

interviews, and document analysis. 

The Social Presence Scale (Gunwardena & Zittle, 1997) was used in the survey in 

order to discover if social presence was already present in the fully online core courses 



 58 

offered through the library media specialist program, the technology integrator program, 

and the dual certification programs of both the library media specialist and the 

technology integrator program. The Social Presence Scale was used first in order to avoid 

making an assumption that social presence was already present in the core courses, as 

well as to collect demographic information about the student participants. 

The interviews were conducted with both directors and students enrolled in the 

library media specialist program, the technology integrator program, and the dual 

certification for both library media specialist and technology integrator programs at 

Plymouth State University. The interviews were recorded, transcribed, and then coded for 

themes related to social presence.  

Document analysis include syllabi for the core courses and the Moodle courses 

for the library media specialist certification program, the technology integrator 

certification, and the dual certification for library media specialist and technology 

integrator program at Plymouth State University. The syllabi and Moodle courses were 

analyzed to determine strategies that were being implemented in online courses in order 

to create and maintain a sense of social presence amongst its participants. The syllabi and 

Moodle courses were coded for themes. A document analysis of the interview 

participants’ transcripts was conducted in order to determine which of the core courses 

they had completed before the interviews took place.  

A triangulation of data was collected in order to ensure internal validity. One form 

of data was collected in the form of a quantitative survey, which was sent out to the 110 

students enrolled in the library media specialist or technology integrator program. 

Another form of data was qualitative interviews of current students enrolled in the library 
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media specialist program, technology integrator program and the dual certification of 

both the library media specialist and technology integrator programs, as well as the 

directors of the programs. A third form of data was document analysis of the core course  

syllabi, the Moodle courses, and interview participants’ transcripts.   

An anonymous survey was distributed, by email, to all 110 students currently 

enrolled in the library media specialist certification program, the technology integrator 

certification, and the dual certification for library media specialist and technology 

integrator program at Plymouth State University. At the end of the survey was a 

statement asking for volunteers to participate in the interview portion of the data 

collection. Volunteers were instructed to email the researcher if they were interested in 

participating, in order to maintain anonymity of the survey results by not linking any 

survey data to future interview data. If more than six participants responded to the 

interview request, then participants would be selected by drawing participant names from 

a hat. All interested participant names would be written on separate pieces of paper, and 

placed in a hat. Names would be drawn from the hat until six participants’ names had 

been chosen. The ideal participants would be an equal amount of volunteers from the 

library media specialist certification, the technology integrator certification, and the dual 

certification of both the library media specialist and technology integrator certifications. 

Data Analysis Methods 

The quantitative data was based on participant’s survey responses to a Likert 

scale. The qualitative data was based on participant interviews coded for themes, and 

documents will be analyzed and coded for themes.   

Ethical Considerations 
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The researcher will hold to all institutional review board regulations at every part 

of the study. Institutional Review Board approval will be attained from Plymouth State 

University. Consent will be acquired from all participants prior to conducting research, 

and all participants will read and sign the consent forms prior to answering interview 

questions. The consent forms will describe the research study and emphasize the 

confidentiality of all of the participants. The survey will be an anonymous survey, and 

will not have any identifiable information that could be traced back to the participant. 

Since the survey will be anonymous, the participants do not need to sign the consent 

form. The survey participants will be sent a detailed, informative letter describing the 

study. All of the data collected and all of the results will be kept confidential and used 

exclusively for the proposed research study.  

Summary 

The importance of identifying strategies that can be implemented into an online 

course in order to create and maintain a sense of social presence is crucial to the library 

media specialist and technology integrator program at Plymouth State University. This 

study will provide strategies to share with the program’s professors and directors that 

create and maintain a sense of social presence in online courses. The potential 

significance of the study will directly benefit future students enrolling in the library 

media specialist certification program, the technology integrator certification, or the dual 

certification for library media specialist and technology integrator program at Plymouth 

State University.  
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Chapter 4 - Data Analysis and Findings 

Introduction 

This study was conducted to determine strategies that could be implemented into 

an online course in order to create and maintain a sense of social presence. A mixed 

methods approach was used to gather data for this study. The mixing of both quantitative 

and qualitative methods in this study provides a stronger understanding of the question 

than either research method would do on its own. Creswell (2014) supported the 

combination of methods to help strengthen the overall findings for a research study. In 

this study, validity and reliability was strengthened by the use of mixed methods 

approach as a form of data triangulation.  

The following research questions were used to guide this study: 

1. Which strategies can be implemented into an online course in order to create 

and maintain a sense of social presence between the professor and students?  

2. Which strategies can be implemented into an online course in order to create 

and maintain a sense of social presence between the students and each other? 

Quantitative data was collected from the Social Presence Scale survey. The 

qualitative data was collected in three ways. The first method the researcher used to 

collect qualitative data was through the collection and organization of participant 

responses to the interview questions (Appendix B). The second method the researcher 

used to collect qualitative data was through document analysis of the core course syllabi. 

The third method the researcher used to collective qualitative data was through 

observation of the core courses online management system (Moodle).  
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Document 
Analysis & 
Observations  

  

 

 

Figure 4.1Triangulation of Data Collection 

Figure 4.1 illustrates the methods used to obtain data from three different sources, and 

demonstrates how the quantitative data (survey) was connected to the qualitative data 

(interviews and observations). 

Quantitative Data 

Survey 

 The survey was sent out, via a link in an email, to all 110 students currently enrolled 

in the library media specialist program, the technology integrator program, and the dual 

certification of both the library media specialist program and the technology integrator 

program. Qualtrics Survey Software was used to administer the Social Presence Survey, 

compile the results, and display the results into graphs. Participants had access to the 

survey from March 1, 2016 to March 11, 2016, and 28 of the 110 students completed the 

survey. This resulted in 25% of the respondents completing the survey.  

Upon examination of the survey results, it was revealed that one participant filled out 

the demographic and participant information on the survey but neglected to complete the 

Social Presence Scale. Due to the fact that the participant’s responses were not 

completely filled out, the particular respondent’s survey was deleted from the data 

results. The study participation rate dropped slightly to 24.5 % due to the elimination of 

that particular participant survey. The survey began with a request for general 

Surveys 

Interviews 
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demographic information from each participant. The demographic information, for all 27 

survey participants is displayed in Table 4.1. 

Participant 
Number 

Program Core 
Courses 

Teaching 
Years 

1 Library 
Media 

5 12-17 
Years 

2 Library 
Media 

6 1-5 Years 

3 Library 
Media 

6 12- 17 
Years 

4 Dual 
Certification 

4 18-23 
Years 

5 Library 
Media 

3 6-11 
Years 

6 Technology 
Integrator 

4 6-11 
Years 

7 Technology 
Integrator 

6 N/A 

8 Dual 
Certification 

4 12-17 
Years 

9 Library 
Media 

5 N/A 

10 Dual 
Certification 

7 N/A 

11 Dual 
Certification 

4 6-11 
Years 

12 Dual 
Certification 

5 6-11 
Years 

13 Library 
Media 

2 Over 24 
Years 

14 Library 
Media 

5 6-11 
Years 

15 Dual 
Certification 

7 12-17 
Years 

16 Dual 
Certification 

7 1-5 Years 

17 Library 
Media 

6 6-11 
Years 

18 Library 
Media 

3 1-5 Years 

19 Technology 
Integrator 

1 6-11 
Years 
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Table 4.1 Demographic Information 

Table 4.1 indicates the participant number used for identification purposes, what 

program they are currently enrolled in, how many core courses they have completed, 

whether or not they are currently teaching, and (if they are teaching) how many years 

they have been teaching. In the following tables, Table 4.2, Table 4.3, and Table 4.4, 

specific demographic information is displayed.  

Table 4.2, Program Enrollments, indicates the programs in which the participants 

are currently enrolled. The number of participants enrolled in the library specialist 

program and the dual certification of both the library media specialist and technology 

integrator program were the same at 11. The number of participants enrolled in the 

technology integrator program was 5. This indicates that fewer students are enrolled in 

just the technology integrator program. 

Program of Study Responses Percentage 
Library Media Specialist 
Program 

11 41% 

Education Technology 
Integrator Program  

5 19% 

20 Technology 
Integrator 

4 6-11 
Years 

21 Dual 
Certification 

6 1-5 Years 

22 Library 
Media 

5 6-11 
Years 

23 Dual 
Certification 

6 18-23 
Years 

24 Library 
Media 

4 1-5 Years 

25 Technology 
Integrator 

2 1-5 Years 

25 Dual 
Certification 

7 6-11 
Years 

26 Dual 
Certification 

4 N/A 

27 Dual 
Certification 

6 18-23 
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Dual Certification of both 
Library Media Specialist and 
Technology Integrator 

11 41% 

Total  27 100% 
Table 4.2 Program Enrollments 

The demographic data revealed that eighty five percent of participants are 

currently teaching, and fifteen percent are not teaching. Table 4.3, Years of Teaching 

Experience, indicates how long participants have been teaching. The majority of 

participants, 20, have been teaching from 1-17 years. Fewer participants, 3, have been 

teaching over 18 years. Overall, participants were teachers with many years of teaching 

experience. 

Years Teaching Responses Percentage 
1-5 Years 6 26% 
6-11 Years 10 43% 
12-17 Years 4 17% 
18-23 Years 2 9% 
Over 24 Years 1 4% 

Table 4.3 Years of Teaching Experience 

Table 4.4, Core Courses Completed, displays the core courses required for the 

library media specialist program, the technology integrator program, and the dual 

certification program, combining both the library media specialist program and the 

technology integrator program. The table indicates the percentage of participants that 

took each specific course offered in the programs. LM represents a core course offered in 

the library media specialist program, TI represents a core course offered in the 

technology integrator program, and LM/TI is a core course offered in both the library 

media specialist program and the technology integrator program. A majority of the 

participants have taken LM/TI A (89%), LM/TI D (89%), and TI G (78%), while some 

participants have taken LM E (67%) LM B (63%), LM C (56%), and fewer have taken TI 

G (33%). Overall, participants have completed a majority of the core courses.  
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Core Course Percentage of Participants 
who took the core course 

LM/TI A 89 % 
LM B  63% 
LM C  56% 
LM/TI D  89% 
LM E 67% 
TI F 78% 
TI G  33% 

Table 4.4 Core Courses Completed 

As indicated in the above tables; Table 4.2, Table 4.3, and Table 4.4, a majority of 

the participants were teachers, with various years of teaching experience, mostly enrolled 

in the library media specialist program or the dual certification program of both the 

library media specialist and the technology integrator program. The data indicates that 

most of the participants are experienced teachers, possibly working towards an additional 

teacher certification as either a library media specialist or a technology integrator, as 

evident by the data revealing that they are already certified teachers.  

All three of the programs of library media specialist, technology integrator, and 

the dual certification of both library media specialist and technology integrator are all 

well represented by the data. Most of the participants completed a majority of the core 

courses, if not all of the core courses. Therefore the data fairly represents the core courses 

offered between the library media specialist program, the technology integrator program, 

and the dual certification program of both the library media specialist and the technology 

integrator certifications.  

After participants answered the demographic and participant information, there 

were two paragraphs for participants to read. Participants were asked to read the 

paragraphs in order to understand how the researcher was defining social presence for the 

purpose of this study. The paragraphs were: 
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Social presence is an integral part of the theoretical framework for this study. 

Gunawardena and Zittle (1997) define social presence as “the degree to which a person is 

perceived as a ‘real person’ in mediated communication” (p. 9). Social presence refers to 

the way that a person attempts to construct his or her own judgment of another person’s 

identity while communicating from a physical distance. Individuals usually use their 

verbal cues and body language in order to determine their personalities and construct 

their own judgments of another person’s identity in a face-to-face course, but that it not 

possible in an online course. In online courses, students connect and interact from a 

physical distance. 

Garrison, Anderson, and Archer (2000) were the first to define social presence in 

online courses as “the ability of participants in a community of inquiry to project 

themselves socially and emotionally, as “real” people (I.e., their full personality), through 

the medium of communication being used” (p. 94). Students in online courses interact 

through forms of text-based communication, which are void of verbal cues and body 

language. In order for students to project themselves socially and emotionally, social 

presence is needed in an online course (Reio & Crim, 2013). 

After reading the two paragraphs, participants were asked to complete a social 

presence tool using a 5-point Likert scale. Table 4.5 displays the answer choices on the 

Likert scale used in this study.  

1 2 3 4 5 
Strongly 
Disagree 

Disagree Uncertain Agree Strongly Agree 

Table 4.5 Likert Scale Answer Choices 

The social presence scale was the 14-item Social Presence Scale developed by 

Gunawardena and Zittle as part of the GlobalEd questionnaire (1997). Permission to use 
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the scale, with modifications, was granted by Charlotte Nirmalani (Lani) Gunawardena 

on February 29, 2016, via email communication (Appendix C). Gunawardena and Zittle 

(1997) developed the scale from Short, Williams, and Christie’s (1976) Social Presence 

Theory. “Short, Williams, and Christie (1976) postulated that the critical factor in a 

communication medium is its “social presence,” and defined this as the “degree of 

salience of the interpersonal relationships…” (65) ” (Gunawardena & Zittle, 1997, p. 9). 

Gunawardena and Zittle defined social presence as “the degree to which a person is 

perceived as a “real person” in mediated communication” (Gunawardena & Zittle, 1997, 

p. 9). 

The Social Presence Scale consisted of “fourteen items that embody the concept 

of “immediacy” as defined by Short, Williams, and Christie (1976) in their social 

presence theory (Cobb, 2009).  “Immediacy is a measure of the psychological distance 

that a communicator puts between himself or herself and the object of his/her 

communication” (Gunawardena & Zittle, 1997, p. 8). 

 “Content validity of the Social Presence Scale was assessed through a bivariate 

correlational analysis comparing it with six selected bi-polar social indicators used by 

Short et al. (1976) to measure the concept of ‘immediacy’ in mediated communication” 

(Gunawardena & Zittle, 1997, p. 9). The positive polar ends of the social indicators were: 

immediate, interactive, personal, sensitive, social, and warm. The item description for the 

fourteen social presence statements is “perceived sense of “online community” and a 

degree of comfort with computer-mediated communication (Gunawardena & Zittle, 

1997, p. 14).  The fourteen social presence statements measure the social aspect of the 

medium.  
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Gunawardena and Zittle (1997) reported correlation coefficients of .52-.87 

between the bi-polar items and the Social Presence scale, “suggesting that the Social 

Presence Scale used in this study may be thought to accurately measure the intended 

social presence parameters” (Cobb, 2009, p. 246). The Social Presence Scale has been 

found to be both valid and reliable and is frequently used in research today (Cobb, 2009). 

The Social Presence Tool was used in this study in order to avoid assuming social 

presence was visible in the core courses. 

Average means were reported for each of the social presence items included on 

the scale. Table 4.6 indicates the participant responses in order of highest mean (strongly 

agree, maximum possible score of 5) to lowest mean (strongly disagree, lowest possible 

score of 1). 

Statement Mean 

Statement 4: I felt comfortable introducing 
myself in the online core courses 
 

4.40 

Statement 6: I felt comfortable 
participating in the core course discussions 
 

4.30 

Statement 12: I felt comfortable interacting 
with other participants in the online core 
courses 
 

4.30 

Statement 3: I felt comfortable conversing 
through text-based medium 
 

4.24 

Statement 14: I was able to form distinct 
individual impressions of some participants 
even though we communicated only via 
text-based medium 
 

4.07 

Statement 13: I felt that my point of view 
was acknowledged by other participants in 
the online core courses 
 

4.04 
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Statement 7: The instructors created a 
feeling of an online community 
 

3.85 

Statement 5: The introductions enabled me 
to form a sense of online community 
 

3.70 

Statement 9: Discussions using the medium 
of computer-mediated communication tend 
to be more impersonal than face-to-face 
discussions 
 

3.65 

 
Statement 8: The instructors facilitated 
discussions in the online core courses 

3.63 

Statement 11: Computer-mediated 
communication discussions are more 
impersonal than video teleconference 
discussions 
 

3.22 

Statement 2: Computer-mediated 
communication (text-based 
communication) is an excellent medium for 
social interaction 
 

3.12 

Statement 10: Computer mediated 
communication discussions are more 
impersonal than audio teleconference 
discussions 
 

2.93 

Statement 1: Messages in online courses 
were impersonal  
 

2.26 

 
Table 4.6 Survey Results 

The survey responses revealed that participants did believe a sense of social 

presence was evident in the core courses. This is evident from the survey results 

displayed in Table 4.6. Statement 4 was related to comfort introducing oneself in the 

online core courses, and it was the statement with the highest average score. This 

supports that students felt comfortable introducing themselves to their professors and 

classmates in the core courses. This comfort level reinforces that participants perceived 
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sense of “online community” and a degree of social comfort with computer-mediated 

communication (Gunawardena & Zittle, 1997).  

The two survey responses with the second highest average scores were statements 

6 and 12. Statements 6 and 12 both related to comfort participating and interacting with 

other course participants. This supports that students felt comfortable participating and 

interacting with their professors and classmates in the core courses. This comfort level 

reinforces that participants perceived sense of “online community” and a degree of social 

comfort with computer-mediated communication (Gunawardena & Zittle, 1997). 

The survey response with the lowest average score was statement 1. Statement 1 

related to messages in online courses being impersonal. Since students responded that 

they did not strongly agree that messages in the core courses were impersonal, then that 

indicates that students felt that messages in the core courses were personal. This supports 

that students felt comfortable with the online messages in the core courses. This comfort 

level reinforces that participants perceived sense of “online community” and a degree of 

social comfort with computer-mediated communication (Gunawardena & Zittle, 1997). 

Rather than assuming social presence was evident in the core courses, the survey 

was distributed to participants enrolled in the core courses in order to determine if social 

presence was evident in the core courses. The survey was used solely as a way to 

determine if social presence was evident in the fully online programs. According to the 

quantitative data collected through the survey, it was evident that social presence had 

been visible in the core courses. Therefore, the researcher continued onto the next step, 

the interview portion of the data collection process.  

Qualitative Data 
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 Qualitative data for this research study was collected using the following three 

methods: 

• Interviews 

• Document Analysis 

• Observation of Online Courses (Moodle) 

Interviews 

The first method of qualitative data collection was conducting interviews. The 

interview questions were asked to participants either during face-to-face interviews or 

over the phone. The interview participants were the three directors of the programs and 

four students enrolled in the library media specialist program, the technology integrator 

program, and the dual certification of both the library media specialist program and the 

technology integrator program. The student participants interviewed also participated in 

the survey approximately one to two weeks before they participated in the interviews.  

After the participants signed the consent form, they were given two paragraphs to 

read that defined social presence for the purpose of this study. The following two 

paragraphs were included in order for the participants to understand how the researcher 

was defining social presence for the purpose of this study. The paragraphs were: 

Social presence is an integral part of the theoretical framework for this study. 

Gunawardena and Zittle (1997) define social presence as “the degree to which a person is 

perceived as a ‘real person’ in mediated communication” (p. 9). Social presence refers to 

the way that a person attempts to construct his or her own judgment of another person’s 

identity while communicating from a physical distance. Individuals usually use their 

verbal cues and body language in order to determine their personalities and construct 
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their own judgments of another person’s identity in a face-to-face course, but that it not 

possible in an online course. In online courses, students connect and interact from a 

physical distance. 

Garrison, Anderson, and Archer (2000) were the first to define social presence in 

online courses as “the ability of participants in a community of inquiry to project 

themselves socially and emotionally, as “real” people (I.e., their full personality), through 

the medium of communication being used” (p. 94). Students in online courses interact 

through forms of text-based communication, which are void of verbal cues and body 

language. In order for students to project themselves socially and emotionally, social 

presence is needed in an online course (Reio & Crim, 2013). 

After reading the paragraphs, the interviews began. The first participant to be 

interviewed was director one. The second participant to be interviewed was director two. 

The third participant to be interviewed was director three.  

Director Interviews. The first interviews were conducted with all of the 

program’s directors who had taught at least one core course in one of the programs. There 

was a fourth interim director of the programs who did not teach a core course. Therefore, 

that director was not asked to participate in this study. The researcher contacted all three 

directors, via email, requesting for voluntary participation in the interview portion of the 

study. All three directors agreed to participate in the interview portion of the study. Upon 

beginning the interviews, participants were given a consent form to read and sign 

(Appendix D).  

Director one was interviewed in person, in her office, and the audio was recorded. 

Director two was interviewed over the telephone, and the audio was recorded. Director 
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three was interviewed at Plymouth State University in the graduate office building, and 

the audio was recorded. 

Director one was interviewed first, then director two was interviewed, and lastly, 

director three was interviewed. The directors were interviewed using six different 

questions, and their responses follow.  

Rather than making an assumption, the researcher asked question number one in 

order to confirm that social presence was evident in the courses they taught. 

Question 1: has social presence been integrated into any of the core courses that 

you teach?  

Participants Responses 
Director one: We had an assignment where they had to 

create a video, so we decided that the first 
week, they had to create a video, but the 
video had to be about them. They learned a 
tool, which is part of the course and they 
got to actually see the other person and 
learn a little bit about them. We found that 
was effective, accomplished two things 
there, breaking the ice and using a tool, 
together. 

Director two: Well, I certainly like to think so. For 
example, I typically start a course where 
students get some sort of a prompt where 
students can create an introduction about 
themselves and they have the opportunity 
to do some reflection maybe on their past 
and their future goals. And I think that’s 
contributing to social presence right there. 

Director three: Yes, social presence has been integrated in 
the course that I teach, and it is through the 
design of the introduction at the beginning 
of the course and everyone talks about 
what their interests are, what they have for 
hobbies, whatever they’d like to share with 
the class. 
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All three of the directors confirmed that social presence was evident in the core 

courses that they taught, and they all gave examples of how they demonstrated social 

presence in those courses. All three directors had all of their students create either a text-

based or video-based introduction at the beginning of their course. The introductions 

were posted in a specific area of the Moodle course for all course participants to read and 

comment on. Therefore, the interview continued based on the knowledge that social 

presence was indicated in the core courses.  

Question 1a: were there any experiences that you specifically felt were effective 

in building trust amongst the participants?  

Participants Responses 
Director one: We always had a note in the syllabus that 

online discussions are a little different, you 
need to be clear, re-read it, make sure that 
you're not being sarcastic in a way that 
people won't understand. Humor's fine but 
not everyone's humor is the same and 
online I think it's even more difficult, so we 
always tried to be very clear about that. 

Director two: One of the things that I think is very 
important is to always respond to them 
promptly, because if students are waiting 
and waiting and waiting for a professor to 
answer their question, it’s certainly not 
social presence. It’s very isolated. So I 
think that’s one of the most important 
things is to be prompt getting back to 
students. 

Director three: Well, I think every instructor should do the 
introduction piece because that starts to 
build the trust, but also then you could have 
some activities within the course design 
throughout the unit that can really help the 
students support each other and thus it 
builds trust. For example, you could have 
them share a certain section of their 
electronic portfolio and then have students 
respond and give comments and feedback 
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right online, on the discussion forum. 
All three directors confirmed that there were experiences that they specifically felt 

were effective in building trust amongst the participants, and they described them. 

Director one felt giving students clear expectations about how to participate in the online 

discussion forums was effective in building trust amongst the participants. Director two 

felt that responding to students promptly was effective in building trust amongst the 

participants. Director three felt the introductions and having students share and comment 

on each other’s work was effective in building trust amongst the participants.  

Question 1b: were there any experiences that you specifically felt were effective 

in building relationships amongst the participants?  

Participants Responses 
Director one: One thing I think we could do better at is 

group work online. We just never got that 
to work well. I think that would be a good 
thing to do because that's how you work in 
the real world. I think that could be done 
better. 

Director two: Doing some group work. Students in a 
small group so they can be working 
together. Other assignments can be done 
with small group work. I think that has 
been an opportunity to get to know each 
other. The goal is to give regular discussion 
prompts for oral communication and 
talking to one another and not just working 
in isolation, working together. 

Director three: I think the relationship building all has to 
do with the fact that a lot of them are 
seeking library media certification and/or 
technology integrated certification, so the 
relationships that are built sometimes are 
not just within the discussion forums, but 
also on the outside. 

All three directors confirmed that there were experiences that they specifically felt 

were effective in building relationships amongst the participants, and they described 
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them. Director one felt group work was effective in building relationships amongst the 

course participants. Director two felt small group work was effective in building 

relationships amongst the course participants. Director three felt that students made 

connections outside of the online course since they were in the same program of studies, 

which was effective in building relationships amongst the course participants. None of 

the directors gave specifics about how they grouped students for collaborative work in 

the courses.  

Question 2: which assignments or activities in your online course created a 

sense of social presence between you and your students?  

Participants Responses 
Director one: One of the things that we did every week, 

they had a reading assignment which was 
the posting and discussions. Then they also 
had a technology assignment, and they had 
to post their technology assignment to the 
group. Everyone was able to look at each 
other’s and there were really nice 
comments from other students. I think if 
we had not posted everyone's assignments 
there would not have been that interaction 
amongst students with the tools. We also 
had the online postings, which is a little 
different because it's on a reading. 

Director two: Discussion prompts because it’s an act of 
communication. I liked throwing in voice 
or video when possible. It’s nice to 
introduce or wrap up a topic with video or 
voice, and then the students get a sense of 
me as a person, as an instructor, not just 
somebody that’s typing all these words. 
They actually get to see me or hear me. I 
like it when I add assignments, which uses 
some sort of a video, because in the same 
way then I get to know the student a little 
bit better, and then the classmates they get 
to know each other and put a face and a 
voice to the person that they are 
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communicating in writing with. 
Director three: Unit compilation. So, let’s just say it’s the 

first week of the class and they have 
responded to each other and I’ve interjected 
along the way with some really great 
websites for them to seek out based upon 
what the topic is on that particular unit.  
What I’ve done is at the end of the week, 
I’ve done what’s called unit compilation. 
What I do is, with the question that was 
posed to them online, called Unit 
Compilation, Unit 1, and then what I do is I 
bullet out for the students the highlights to 
answer each of those questions. 

All three directors described specific assignments or activities that they felt 

created a sense of social presence between themselves and their students. Director one 

felt discussion postings and sharing each other’s work created a sense of social presence 

between themselves and their students. Director two felt discussion forums, summarizing 

discussion forums for students, and videos created a sense of social presence between 

themselves and their students. Director three felt unit compilation and summarizing 

discussion forums for students created a sense of social presence between themselves and 

their students.  

Question 3: which assignments or activities in your online course created a 

sense of social presence between your students and each other?  

Participants Responses 
Director one: They were able to see each other's 

assignments. They were able to look at 
what other students were doing. But I think 
it's good, especially in the library media 
and tech integrator, we're talking about K 
through 12 so you would see a broad range 
of assignments from something that would 
work in first grade. I think in some ways 
it's good for them to see how an assignment 
might work at another level.  

Director two: When an assignment is like a book talk in 
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Course E, they have to produce a video for 
it or some sort of a recorded device so I 
think that that works. Discussion prompts 
involve group sessions and involve 
students in small groups. When somebody 
teaches a course and you’ve got 25 
students, and there’s like one huge 
discussion prompt, that’s like – to me, 
that’s like, overwhelming and you just 
don’t get to know people as much, but if 
you divide that group for the discussion 
into two or three groups, it makes such a 
big difference, because now students are 
working with a smaller group. 

Director three: I really think it’s how you craft the 
question on the discussion board each 
week, and of course it’s based upon the 
readings and what the activities are that it is 
what they have to do in order to complete 
their digital portfolio. So what I’ve found 
best is that if they’re sharing their ideas 
with one another based on that format that 
really helps them to gain that social 
presence. 

All three directors described specific assignments or activities that they felt 

created a sense of social presence between students and each other. Director one felt that 

allowing students to see and comment on each other’s work created a sense of social 

presence between their students. Director two felt having students create videos, 

discussion forums, and small group work created a sense of social presence between their 

students. Director three felt discussion forums created a sense of social presence between 

their students.  

Question 4: did you model social presence in any of your courses? If so, how? 

Participants Responses 
Director one: I already talked about getting back to them, 

so I think that's important.  We also tried, 
because of the condensed format, their 
assignments would be due on Wednesday, 
and they would have their grades by 
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Friday. Because some of these were 
building on skills, and then the next 
assignments due the next week, so I don't 
think it's fair to not give them feedback. So 
they would get feedback on their 
assignments on Friday and then we always 
– and we started this maybe second or third 
time we taught – we would summarize the 
postings. 

Director two: Sometimes I’ll do a video prompt or an 
oral introduction or wrap up just using 
words but even if I’m doing writing being 
really prompt with students and disclosing 
some of what’s happened in my practice 
makes it seem like it’s real.   

Director three: I’ve added a section called Questions and 
Clarifications and so – and then each week 
I’d frame that saying if you have any 
questions regarding the content or the 
assignment, please post it here because a 
lot of times students will have the same 
question but then they don’t really want to 
ask me. So what happens is that a student 
posts a question that they’re having 
regarding some of the readings or the 
electronic portfolio and I will respond and 
then other students will say, Wow, that was 
great because I had the same question. So 
that’s how I see that working. 

All three directors confirmed that they modeled social presence in their courses, 

and they described how they modeled social presence. Director one modeled social 

presence by responding to students quickly, grading quickly with specific feedback, and 

summarizing the students’ discussion postings each week. Director two modeled social 

presence by creating an audio or video prompt for a discussion forum posting, creating an 

audio or video prompt for a weekly summary of the discussion forums, responding to 

students promptly, and sharing personal information about her work practices as a 

librarian. Director three modeled social presence by adding a section called ‘questions 

and clarifications’ where students can ask both the professor and other students questions, 
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share ideas, and make comments to each other outside of the required discussion forums, 

which are based on the course content. 

Question five: what do you believe was the most effective way for you to develop 

social presence in your course?  

Participants Responses 
Director one: I think just being there. The students need 

to know you're there, that if they're going 
to ask something, they're going to get an 
answer.  

Director two: The most important thing that I can do is to 
respond to students quickly so that they’re 
not feeling like they’re isolated. They need 
to see me in the course. If they’re having a 
discussion, and I just kind of ignore it and 
at the end I give them a grade, that’s not 
any social presence. But if during the 
discussion every day or two I’m in there 
and I’m responding to one student, that’s 
going to make them feel like they’re part of 
the whole course. 

Director three: I still think it’s around the introductions. 
That very first week is critical for success 
with the students with social presence 
online. I really still think it goes back the 
very beginning. You’ve got to hook them 
in that social presence at the very 
beginning of the course.   

All three directors described the most effective ways they developed social 

presence in their courses. Director one thought the most effective way to develop social 

presence was being present in the online course for when students had questions or 

needed help. Director two thought the most effective ways to develop social presence was 

responding to students quickly and participating along side students in the weekly 

discussion forums. Director three thought the most effective way to develop social 

presence was by requiring the professor and students to post an introduction during the 

first week of the fully online course.  
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Question six: is there any other information you want me to know about the 

strategies used to create social presence in your online courses?  

Participants Responses 
Director one: I think, as an instructor, you have to be 

very, very clear in what you expect, what 
they'll be graded on. I think team teaching 
is effective that way so that one of us was 
monitoring. I think in that way it's a little 
easier to say you'll get an answer in 24 
hours. That was our policy. We have what 
we call water cooler, which is outside of 
the discussions. If you have a question, you 
post it there. 

Director two: I don’t think so. 
Director three: Well, it would be great if you take a look, 

go into a class that I taught last fall and see 
what your thoughts are about the 
introductions and how it was framed at the 
very beginning of the course. Take a look 
at the questions and on this unit section, but 
also look at how students responded back 
and forth to each other.  In fact, to say that 
it was a social presence. 

Two of the three directors shared additional information about the strategies they 

used to create social presence in their online courses. One of the directors did not have 

any additional information to share. Director one felt having clear expectations and clear 

grading policies, team teaching the course with another professor, responding to students 

promptly, and providing students with a questions and answers discussion area, called 

water cooler, were all effective strategies to use to create social presence in online 

courses. Director three felt introductions in the first week of the course, and how students 

responded to the discussion prompts and questions, were effective strategies to use to 

create social presence in online courses.  

After all of the director interviews were conducted, and the audio was transcribed, 

the transcripts were coded for themes.  
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The first approach to data analysis that the researcher took was to initially code 

the director interviews for similar themes that emerged during the analysis of the 

interview transcripts. During the coding process, all participants’ personal identifiers 

were removed, and each participant was given a numerical code to preserve 

confidentiality and respect the privacy of the participants (Creswell, 2014). During the 

coding process, participants were not directly revealed.  

 Table 4.7, Themes Indicated in Director Responses, displays the themes that were 

found in the director interviews. 

Themes Stated by the following participants: 
Introductions All Directors 
Discussion Forums All Directors 
Collaboration  All Directors 
Summarizing Discussion Postings All Directors 
Videos Director 1, Director 2 
Professor Presence Director 1, Director 2  
Respond to Student Promptly Director 1, Director 2 
Question Area Director 1, Director 2 

Table 4.7 Themes Indicated in Director Responses 

 There were four themes that were evident across all director interviews; 

introductions, discussion forums, collaboration, and summarizing discussion postings. 

Two of the three directors discussed professor presence, responding to students promptly, 

and question area.  

 After the director interviews were completed, the researcher conducted the 

student interviews.  

Student Interviews. There was a statement at the end of the survey asking for 

students to volunteer for the interview portion of the study. Student volunteers were 

asked to contact the researcher, via email, if they would like to participate in an 

interview. Four students out of the twenty-eight survey respondents were interviewed. 
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Four students that emailed the professor about participating in the interview portion of 

the research, during a specific time, were interviewed. There was one student who was 

not interviewed due to the fact that they did not respond to the researchers numerous 

emails until after the researcher had completed all of the research. There were four 

students who participated in the interview portion of the research. Student one was 

interviewed over the phone, and the audio was recorded. Student two was interviewed at 

her place of employment, and the audio was recorded. Student three was interviewed 

over the phone, and the audio was recorded. Student four was interviewed over the phone 

and the audio was recorded.  

Student Information. A document analysis of the student participants’ transcripts was 

conducted in order to determine which core courses they had completed before they were 

interviewed for this research study. Table 4.8 displays the interview participants’ 

program information along with the core courses, which they have completed.  

Participant Program of Study Core Courses Completed 
Student 1 Education Technology 

Integrator 
LM/TI A 
LM/TI D 
TI F 
TI G 

Student 2 Dual Certification of both 
Education Technology 
Integrator and Library 
Media Specialist 

LM/TI A 
LM B 
LM C 
LM/TI D 
LM E 
TI F 
TI G 

Student 3 Dual Certification of both 
Education Technology 
Integrator and Library 
Media Specialist 

LM/TI A 
TI F 
TI G 

Student 4 Dual Certification of both 
Education Technology 
Integrator and Library 
Media Specialist 

LM/TI A 
TI F 
TI G 
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Table 4.8 Student Program Information 

The researcher investigated the students’ programs of study to learn which core 

courses participants had completed. Student one completed all of the core courses 

required for the education technology integrator program (4) before the student was 

interviewed. Student two completed all of the core courses required for the dual 

certification program of both technology integrator and library media specialist program 

(7) before the student was interviewed. Student three completed three of the seven online 

core courses for the dual certification before the student was interviewed. Student four 

completed three of the seven online core courses for the dual certification before the 

student was interviewed.  

All interview participants completed at least half of the required core courses for 

either the library media specialist program or the technology integrator program. 

Therefore, the programs core courses were fairly represented in this research study by 

participants competent in taking fully online courses. The students were interviewed 

using six different questions, and their responses follow. 

Rather than making an assumption, the researcher asked question number one in 

order to confirm that social presence was evident in the courses that they took. 

Question 1: has social presence been demonstrated in any of the online courses 

you have taken in this program?  

Participants Responses 
Student one: Yeah, so the one specific area that really 

stands out to me is the about me sections. I 
think the most interesting one that made me 
feel like I knew the students more was one 
where we had to do a video.  

Student two: Absolutely.  
Student three: Yes, social presence has been 
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demonstrated, in a variety of ways actually. 
The only one that I haven’t seen used, as 
much as I like to, is a tool that incorporated 
a video component.  

Student four: Social presence has been demonstrated in 
all of the classes, through the students and 
the teachers. Social presence is stronger 
and I think that when it is stronger it helps 
the conversation to slow more and it makes 
the participant almost interact more with 
one and another and it holds everyone a 
little bit more accountable. 

All four students confirmed that social presence had been demonstrated in the 

online courses that they took in the programs, and three of the four students gave 

examples of how social presence was demonstrated in the core courses. Student one felt 

social presence was demonstrated through the professor and student video introductions, 

which were required in a course. Student three felt social presence has been demonstrated 

in many ways, but would like to see more professor and student videos integrated into the 

online courses in order for social presence to be demonstrated. Student four thought the 

online conversations, which took place in the threaded discussion forums, were a 

demonstration of social presence in the online courses.  

The interviews continued based on the knowledge that social presence was 

indicated in the core courses. 

Question 1a. were there any experiences that you specifically felt were effective 

in building trust (feeling comfortable)?  

Participants Responses 
Student one: Yeah, with my peers and the professors as 

well. I still go back to the about me. I think 
easing into assignments and the weekly 
module. They have the whole introduction 
and then starts the community, so you 
automatically feel like you know these 
people.  
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Student two: Yes. There are lots of communities. They 
would set up the class to have group 
sessions. During the first week they just 
have you do the introduction session. You 
get to learn about other people and what 
they do, where they live, what their work 
situation is, what their family life is, some 
people get personal, some people just give 
an overview but it's a really good indicator 
of what your classmates are like which I 
personally really appreciate. 

Student three: Most of the teachers were building the trust 
factors. The way they open up the class, 
professors themselves and the information 
they provide us with their background 
extent. 

Student four: I think that when the instructors or the 
facilitators do an introduction video and 
maybe have a video every now and then 
within the different modules, I think that 
helps to build a rapport with students and it 
really shows the instructors really taking a 
chance. 

All four students confirmed that there were experiences that they specifically felt 

were effective in building trust amongst the participants, and they described them. 

Student one described the introductions and the way the courses were set up into weekly 

modules with assignments as effective in building trust. Student two described group 

work (collaborative work) and introductions as effective in building trust. Student three 

described introductions as being effective in building trust. Student four described video 

introductions, and other professor produced videos as being effective in building trust.  

Question 1b. were there any experiences that you specifically felt were effective 

in building relationships?  

Participants Responses 
Student one: Yeah, I think if there were structures that 

require responses. I think the one thing is 
that if you reply to different people. You 
couldn’t just do the same people all the 
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time. I think that that was nice, because 
you kind of heard from everyone. 

Student two: The introduction session absolutely but 
also the professors when they’re really 
involved in the class. When they come in 
and they respond to your posts and they ask 
you questions. They’ll give you advice as 
far as like why don’t you try out this 
program or checkout this database. I use 
this in my classroom. Having the 
professors who choose to integrate 
themselves in the course and really be a 
part of it. 

Student three: The constant, consistent feedback from the 
professors and classmates. It’s nice to see 
the professor that makes a genuine attempt 
to communicate something. I don’t want to 
say that has value, but they are obviously 
not just connecting for the sake of 
connecting, but they are trying to provide 
some feedback that will benefit, all of the 
students regardless with who they are 
reflective, posting with. 

Student four: The videos were particularly helpful and 
actually think that it would be kind of neat 
to require participants, the students in the 
class, to also have to do those videos. I 
think that could really personalize it and 
make us feel connected to one and another. 
I know that there have been some 
collaborative projects within different 
classes that I have taken, in order to build a 
rapport, but sometimes I don’t see them 
being effective. 

All four students confirmed that there were experiences that they specifically felt 

were effective in building relationships amongst the participants, and they described 

them. Student one described discussion forum postings and replying to different people in 

the online course as effective in building relationships. Student two described the 

introductions and professors who were present in the discussion forums as effective in 

building relationships. Student three described the feedback provided by professors and 
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students during the discussion forums as effective in building relationships. Student four 

described the professor-produced videos as being effective in building relationships, and 

would like to see students being required to produce videos as well. Student four did not 

see collaboration assignments as being effective in building relationships.  

Question 2: which assignments or activities in your online course created a 

sense of social presence between you and your professor?  

Participants Responses 
Student one: I think assignments that are submitted 

individually, so the online postings are 
great, but where I really felt like I was an 
individual was when I submitted an 
assignment and then private sort of specific 
feedback was given. 

Student two: I’ve had a lot of assignments where we 
have to do group work with other students, 
which has been really helpful. I said earlier 
about them being involved in the 
conversation created that bond, I think 
more importantly than anything and also 
videos. There’s been professors that have 
posted videos after a discussion and that’s 
been really helpful. I always really 
appreciate a weekly recap from the 
professor that I think that really makes it. 

Student three: I will be honest there isn’t any particular 
activity, currently that has jumped out, to 
highlight a social presence other than you 
know just the basic communications.  

Student four: I think the videos were very effective, and 
a professor kind of interjecting sometimes 
in the discussion boards and navigating the 
conversation so that students were getting 
the right point. I do like seeing an 
instructor presence in the class, so I think it 
helps to guide our discussions, kind of 
helps demonstrate if the conversation is 
going alright and it increases student’s 
interaction with one and another. 
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All four students described specific assignments or activities that they felt created 

a sense of social presence between them and their professor. Student one described 

submitting individual assignments to the professor, and the importance of specific 

feedback, provided by the professor, on assignments as activities that created a sense of 

social presence between themselves and their professor. Student two described group 

work (collaborative work), professors posting alongside students in discussion forums, 

and professor-produced videos summarizing the weekly discussion forum postings as 

activities that created a sense of social presence between themselves and their professor.  

Student three described basic online communication in the discussion forums as an 

activity that created a sense of social presence between themselves and their professor.  

Student four described the professor-produced videos, and professors contributing to 

discussion forums alongside students, as activities that created a sense of social presence 

themselves and their professor.  

Question 3: which assignments or activities in your online course created a 

sense of social presence between your students and each other?  

Participants Responses 
Student one: Replying back to a post. I think having to 

relate it personally versus just simply 
saying, I like that, send. Having people 
reply with some, how does this apply to 
your life, or when have you experienced 
this? We read something and then shared 
something personal or how that specific 
article speaks to us personally. 

Student two: So, definitely the BYOD policy, the 
Monster Exchange, and Shelf-fari. I also 
had another class where we had to do a 
project, it was every week and then the 
whole class could see what we did, we all 
shared it.  

Student three: The Monster Exchange Project. 
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Student four: The requirement for discussion boards that 
you post by a certain day. If you know a 
module lasts two weeks and there is an 
expectation that students post by the end of 
the first week and then respond to one and 
another the second week, that increases the 
student collaboration tremendously. I also 
think that an expectation of a certain 
amount of interaction between students, 
help to increase student feedback to one 
and another, and this makes everyone a 
little bit more involved. 

All four students described specific assignments or activities that they felt created 

a sense of social presence between them and other students in the course. Student one 

described replying to a discussion forum post and including personal information about 

themselves as an activity that created a sense of social presence between themselves and 

other students in the course.  

Student two described specific collaborative projects; BYOD, Monster Exchange 

Project, and Shelf-fari, and sharing of each other’s work as activities that created a sense 

of social presence between themselves and other students in the course.  

BYOD is a collaborative project were students created a policy together. The 

collaborative policy is described in the course syllabi as follows; you will be put into 

groups within Moodle to research a legal or ethical issues related to school 

libraries/information technology and some existing policies to deal with them. As a 

group, you will then brainstorm what your group deems to be the essential components of 

that type of policy.  

The Monster Exchange Project is a collaborative project were students worked 

together on an online writing assignment. The Monster Exchange Project is described on 

the course Moodle page as follows; A collaborative writing project that takes place fully 
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online. The project is geared towards students in grades kindergarten through high 

school. Students each draw a monster, and then they write descriptive directions on how 

to draw their monsters. The students then exchange monster directions with each other. 

Next, they attempt to draw each other’s monsters based solely on the directions they were 

given by their partner. Then, each student sends each other the monster they drew based 

on the directions they were given. Once each student has the redrawn monster pictures in 

hand, each student then sends each other their original monster drawing in order to 

compare the two monsters. If the monster drawings look a like, then that is an indicator 

that both partners were effective in writing directions and following directions. If the 

monster pictures do not look alike, then that is an indicator that the directions were not 

well written or followed well, or a combination of both. The graduate students enrolled in 

the online course participate in the Monster Exchange Project, in order to become 

proficient with the project, to in turn use it with their kindergarten through high school 

aged students that they work with. 

Shelf-fari is an online collaborative project where students make contributions to 

a virtual class bookshelf. Students contribute ten picture books titles, fiction and/or non-

fiction, of their choice to add to the virtual class bookshelf. Students review a book, and 

then they post the reviewed title to a designated area in Moodle in order for the professor 

and students to view.  

 Student three described the collaborative project, the Monster Exchange Project, 

as an activity that created a sense of social presence between themselves and other 

students in the course.  
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Student four described the discussion forums, posting by a certain day on the 

discussion forums, and responding to other students on the discussion forums as activities 

that created a sense of social presence between themselves and other students in the 

course. 

Question 4: did any of your professors model social presence in any of your 

online courses? If so, how?  

Participants Responses 
Student one: I think one of the ways is if we know they 

posted at a specific time, because I think 
it’s important that they actually do respond 
to forum posts, so it’s not just all student 
read and student directed. It’s the 
professors in there. I think their presence in 
forum posts are really important, and I 
think we know that they looked at each 
one, so it wasn’t just like we were doing 
that, okay, now onto the next. It was an 
interactive dialog, and there was specific 
feedback for posts or replying to something 
specific in one of those posts. 

Student two: A few of them did by doing videos, online 
videos because we could see them. They 
would post their resume and they would 
also post in the introduction forum. I like to 
be as self-assured in the class that I'm 
going in the right direction, and I’m not 
sure if I’m doing it right and there is no 
feedback makes the things really difficult. 

Student three: I have only seen a few videos, used with 
the professors that I have had, including 
videos that they have produced. Erin has 
had a professor that produced videos, at the 
end of classes or posts to sort of wrap up 
everybody else’s experiences and I have 
been looking forward to something like 
that, but have not had that happen.  

Student four: I think I already answered that in the earlier 
questions. 
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Two of the four students confirmed that professors modeled social presence in 

their courses, and they described how they modeled social presence. Student one 

described professors responding to discussion forum postings alongside students, with 

specific feedback as a way that a professor modeled social presence. Student two 

described professor-produced videos, professors posting their resume, professors posting 

in the introduction postings, and professor feedback on their discussion postings and 

assignments as a way that a professor modeled social presence. Student three described 

professor-produced videos as a way that a professor modeled social presence, but didn’t 

think professors were modeling social presence as much as the student would like them 

to. Student four said that they had answered this particular question while answering a 

previous question, and they did not share any additional information about professors 

modeling social presence. 

Question 5: do you have any suggestions on how social presence can be created 

in an online course?  

Participants Responses 
Student one: Yeah, I think again, the informative, 

specific feedback, and the requirement of 
us posting on others, but it not being the 
same individuals.  

Student two: The introductions and just the teachers 
really being involved and, being in the 
class and commenting on people's work 
and making them think deeper. I think it 
would work for classmates to model their 
professors, because if the professor is 
asking the questions all the time, I’ve 
noticed that the students will start asking 
questions at the end of their post. In the 
online community, I think the professor is 
the person who is going to model how the 
class goes and how people are responding, 
and how they’re acting in the course. 
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Student three: I think if we could include a video 
component. That video, I think it is a huge 
social connection. Where you are at the 
same time working on a project together 
and if you want to add something to my 
project and it immediately changes in front 
of me. 

Student four: I think that you know in any of the teaching 
that the professor needs to model their 
expectations and then it is more likely that 
the students are going to follow through 
and do the same. 

All four students provided suggestions on how social presence can be created in 

an online course. Student one suggested specific feedback on assignments and discussion 

forum postings, and the requirement to post to other students’ discussion postings in 

order to create social presence in an online course. Student two suggested the 

introductions, and professors responding to discussion forum postings alongside students, 

with specific feedback in order to create social presence in an online course. Student 

three suggested including professor and student produced videos, and collaborative 

projects that are completed in synchronous time in order to create social presence in an 

online course. Student four suggested the professor modeling expectations by responding 

to discussion forum postings alongside students, with specific feedback, in order to create 

social presence in an online course.  

Question 6: is there any other information you want me to know about the 

strategies used to create social presence in your online courses?  

Participants Responses 
Student one: One thing that I know that was a turn-off 

with communicating outside of class with 
other classmates is people over post, and 
group work was very difficult online, 
because you were subject to the other 
person’s schedule. The feedback and when 
the professor gives the feedback so quickly 
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it matters but it also matters because 
they’re replying to specifically on our posts 
and adding in things from our posts and 
even they add in a personal experience that 
they can relate to that instance. 

Student two: The introductions and just being involved 
in the class, and I think that those were all 
great strategies and also posting 
information that people might be interested 
in. The teacher might choose to post a 
video that might be really interesting to the 
people taking that class. A professor that’s 
really like came to see what kind of class 
they have is so important. 

Student three: Not at this particular point in time. 
Student four: I don’t think so, I think that I have 

answered it completely now. 
Two of the four students shared additional information about the strategies they 

thought created social presence in their online courses. Two of the four students did not 

have any additional information to share. Student one suggested the professor being 

involved in the course by responding to discussion forum postings alongside students, 

with specific feedback, in order to create social presence in an online course. Student one 

also mentioned that they thought students over posting to discussion forums and group 

work were not effective in creating social presence in an online course. Student two 

suggested the introductions, and professor being involved in the course by responding to 

discussion forum postings alongside students, with specific feedback, and the professor 

sharing information and resources with students in order to create social presence in an 

online course. 

After all of the student interviews were conducted, and the audio was transcribed, 

the transcripts were coded for themes.  

The second approach to data analysis that the researcher took was to code the 

student interviews for similar themes that emerged during the analysis of the interview 
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transcripts. During the coding process, all participants’ personal identifiers were 

removed, and each participant was given a numerical code to preserve confidentiality and 

respect the privacy of the participants (Creswell, 2014). During the coding process, 

participants were not directly revealed.  

Table 4.9, Themes Indicated in Student Responses, displays the themes that were 

found in the student interviews. 

Themes Stated by the following participants: 
Introductions All Students 
Discussion Forums All Students 
Collaboration  All Students 
Videos All Students 
Professor Presence Student 1, Student 2, Student 4 
Specific Feedback Student 1, Student 2, Student 3 
Summarizing Discussion Postings Student 2, Student 3 
Professors Model Expectations  Student 2, Student 4 
Responding to Student Promptly Student 1 

Table 4.9 Themes Indicated in Student Responses  

There were four themes that were evident across all student interviews; 

introductions, discussion forums, collaboration, and videos. Three of the four students 

discussed professor presence and specific feedback. Two of the four students discussed 

summarizing discussion postings and professors model expectations. One student 

discussed responding to student promptly.  

Themes 

The third approach to data analysis that the researcher took was to compare the 

director coding with the student coding for similar themes that emerged during the 

analysis of the interview transcripts. Table 4.10, Combined Themes, displays the ten 

combined themes that emerged from the director and student interviews. 

Themes Stated by the following participants: 
Introductions All interview participants 
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Discussion Forums All interview participants 
Collaboration  All interview participants 
Videos Director 1, Director 2, Student 1, Student 2, 

Student 3, Student 4 
Summarizing Discussion Postings Director 1, Director 2, Director 3, Student 

2, Student 3 
Professor Presence Director 1, Director 2, Student 1, Student 2, 

Student 4 
Respond to Student Promptly Director 1, Director 2, Student 1 
Specific Feedback Student 1, Student 2, Student 3 
Question Area Director 1, Director 2 
Professors Model Expectations  Student 2, Student 4 

Table 4.10 Combined Themes 

The following paragraphs provide information about the themes that emerged 

from the participant interview responses.  

Introductions 

During the interviews, all three directors and all four students specified that 

introductions were effective in creating social presence in the core courses. Introductions 

are a way for students to get to know their professor and other students. The directors 

indicated that they required introductions at the beginning of the course. One of the 

directors described a video-based format for introductions, and two directors described 

text-based formats for their introductions. Students described both text-based 

introductions and video-based introductions in their interviews.  

During the interviews, one student referred to introductions as the “about me,” 

section. All student participants described introductions as a way to get to know their 

professor and classmates. Two of the four students described introductions being 

completed in the beginning of the course.  
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Introductions were a theme that was evident across all director and student 

interviews. Therefore, the theme introductions should be used as a strategy for creating 

social presence in online courses.  

Discussion Forums 

During the interviews, all three directors and all four students specified that 

discussion forums were effective in creating social presence in the core courses. Directors 

indicated that it was important to set up the discussions in order for students to interact 

with each other, and for professors to interact with students. Students indicated that they 

thought responding to different students helped create social presence. Students indicated 

that they thought professors who replied to student posts and were involved in the 

discussion postings was important in creating social presence. Discussion forums were a 

theme that was evident across all director and student interviews. Therefore, discussion 

forums as a theme should be used as a strategy to create social presence in online courses. 

Collaboration 

 During the interviews, all three directors and all four students specified that 

collaboration was effective in creating social presence in the core courses. Collaboration 

covers both group work and sharing work, therefore the researcher has chosen to use the 

word collaboration to represent the collaboration theme. Although all three directors 

indicated collaboration as being effective in creating social presence, one director 

indicated that they could do a better job at group work. Although all students discussed 

group work, two of the four students did not find collaboration to be effective. 

Collaboration was a theme that was evident across all director and student interviews. 

Therefore, collaboration as a theme should be used as a strategy to create social presence 
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in online courses. However, consideration on how collaboration is set up is an important 

factor in ensuring that students find collaboration to be effective in creating social 

presence.  

Videos  

Two out of the three directors, and all four students specified videos during their 

interviews. The videos mentioned in the interviews were referring to professor or student 

produced videos. Videos, for the purpose of this study, are not referring to videos 

produced by someone else, or videos used as a learning resource for student to watch. 

Videos, for the purpose of this study, are referring to videos produced by professors or 

students showing professors or students in them. Videos emerged as a way for students to 

get to know their professor and other students in the courses. Videos were used in the 

core courses during both introductions and for summarizing the discussion postings. 

Videos emerged as a theme from a majority of the interview participants; therefore 

videos should be used as a strategy to create social presence in online courses. 

Summarizing the Discussion Postings  

All three directors and two of the four students specified summarizing the 

discussion postings during their interviews. Director participants described how they 

summarized the weekly discussion forums in both text-based wrap-ups and video based 

wrap-ups. Student participants described weekly wrap ups, both text-based and video 

based, as being important in creating social presence. The weekly wrap-ups highlighted 

the key points that all of the course participants made in the weekly discussion forums. 

Summarizing the discussion postings emerged as a theme from a majority of the 
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interview participants; therefore summarizing the discussion postings should be used as a 

strategy to create social presence in online courses. 

Professor Presence 

 Two of the three directors, and three of the four students specifically discussed 

the importance of professor presence in the course. Professor presence refers to the 

professor interacting with students in the course, logging into the Moodle course often in 

order to read discussion forum postings, and reply to students’ discussion forum postings. 

Professor presence meant that professors of the course were involved throughout the 

course duration, and their communications were evident in Moodle. Professor presence 

emerged as a theme from a majority of the interview participants; therefore professor 

presence should be used as a strategy to create social presence in online courses. 

Respond to Students Promptly 

Two of the directors, and one student specifically discussed the importance of 

responding to students promptly. Responding to students promptly meant that professors 

answered student questions in a timely manner, typically within twenty-four hours of a 

question being asked. Responding to students promptly was more important to the 

directors then it appeared to be to students. Responding to students promptly emerged as 

a theme from some of the interview participants, but not many. Therefore responding to 

students promptly may or may not be used as a strategy to create social presence in online 

courses. 

Specific Feedback  

Although none of the directors mentioned specific feedback, three of the four 

students mentioned the importance of specific feedback from the course professors. 
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Specific feedback was comments on student work that related to the students individual 

work. The professor gave a number or letter grade along with text-based comments and 

specific feedback to the student. Specific feedback emerged as a theme from some of the 

interview participants, but not many. Therefore specific feedback may or may not be used 

as a strategy to create social presence in online courses. 

Question Area  

Although none of the students mentioned the designated question area, two of the 

three directors discussed the importance of having the question area. The question area 

was a place for students to share ideas, ask questions, or socialize outside of the course 

requirements and assignments. The question area was set up in order for the professor 

and students to share ideas, ask questions and/or answer another student’s questions, and 

socialize. The professor of the course did not solely administrator the question area. 

Student participants were able to respond to other participants in the same manner as the 

professor. Question area emerged as a theme from some of the interview participants, but 

not many. Therefore question area may or may not be used as a strategy to create social 

presence in online courses. 

Professors Model Expectations 

Although none of the directors mentioned modeling expectations, two of the four 

students mentioned the significance of professors modeling their expectations. Modeling 

of social presence was when the professor modeled appropriate behaviors for the forum 

discussions. Modeling of social presence can was accomplished by providing clear 

expectations for discussion boards and assignments. Professors model expectations 

emerged as a theme from some of the interview participants, but not many. Therefore 
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professors model expectations may or may not be used as a strategy to create social 

presence in online courses. 

The themes that initially emerged from the coding process were; introductions, 

discussion forums, collaboration, videos, summarizing discussion postings, professor 

presence, respond to students promptly, specific feedback, questions area, and professors 

model expectations. The researcher created a checklist using the themes that initially 

emerged from both the participant interviews. The researcher created the checklist 

(Appendix E) for the purpose of using the checklist as a guide for conducting the 

document analysis portion of this study.  

Document Analysis 

The themes that emerged from the coding process were used to inform the 

document analysis of the course syllabi and the observation of the Moodle courses. The 

document analysis was conducted in two separate ways: 

• Document Analysis of syllabi 

• Observation of the structure of the Moodle course management system 

Syllabi 

 The 2015-2016 school year syllabi were reviewed as a form of document analysis. 

The researcher used a checklist of the themes (Appendix E) while reviewing the core 

course syllabi. Tables 4.11 syllabi analysis, displays the themes found during the 

document analysis of each of the core course syllabi.  

Course Introductions Discussion 
Forums 

Collaboration  Videos 

LM/TI A X X X X 
LM  B X X   
LM C X X   
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LM/TI D X X X  
LM E X X X  
TI F  X X X  
TI G X X   

Table 4.11 Syllabi Analysis  

The document analysis of the course syllabi provided the researcher with 

information about four themes, which were evident in the core course syllabi; 

introductions, discussion forums, collaboration, and videos. The themes summarizing 

discussion postings, professor presence, respond to students promptly, specific feedback, 

question area, and professors model expectations were not found in any of the course 

syllabi. Next, the researcher used the same theme checklist (Appendix E) to conduct an 

observation of the Moodle courses.  

Observation of Online Courses (Moodle) 

In order to retrieve additional data an observation of the online management 

system (Moodle) was conducted. The online course management system used at 

Plymouth State University is called Moodle (Modular Object-Oriented Dynamic 

Learning Environment). The online course management system, Moodle, was observed 

as part of the data analysis. The researcher reviewed all of the Moodle course modules, 

from the core courses, taught during the 2015-2016 school year. The researcher observed 

the way the course was structured to determine if any of the themes were evident in the 

Moodle course.  

Table 4.12 displays the themes that were identified through the observation of the 

Moodle course management system for course LM/TI A. 

Themes Observed in 
Moodle Course 

Introductions X 
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Discussion Forums X 

Collaboration X 

Videos X 

Summarizing Discussion Postings X 

Professor Presence X 

Respond to Students Promptly  

Specific Feedback  

Question Area X 

Professors Model Expectations X 

Table 4.12 Themes Identified in Course LM/TI A 

The themes discovered in course LM/TI A were introductions, discussion forums, 

collaboration, videos, summarizing discussion postings, professor presence, question 

area, and professors model expectations. The two themes that were not revealed in the 

Moodle course were respond to students promptly and specific feedback.  

Table 4.13 displays the themes that were identified through the observation of the 

Moodle course management system for course LM B. 

Themes Observed in 
Moodle Course 

Introductions X 

Discussion Forums X 

Collaboration X 

Videos  

Summarizing Discussion Postings X 



 106 

Professor Presence X 

Respond to Students Promptly  

Specific Feedback  

Question Area X 

Professors Model Expectations X 

Table 4.13 Themes Identified in Course LM B 

The themes discovered in course LM B were introductions, discussion forums, 

collaboration, summarizing discussion postings, professor presence, question area, and 

professors model expectations. The three themes that were not revealed in the Moodle 

course were videos, respond to students promptly, and specific feedback.  

Table 4.14 displays the themes that were identified through the observation of the 

Moodle course management system for course LM C. 

Themes Observed in 
Moodle Course 

Introductions X 

Discussion Forums X 

Collaboration  X 

Videos X 

Summarizing Discussion Postings X 

Professor Presence X 

Respond to Students Promptly  

Specific Feedback  

Question Area X 
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Professors Model Expectations X 

Table 4.14 Themes Identified in Course LM C 

The themes discovered in course LM C were introductions, discussion forums, 

collaboration, videos, summarizing discussion postings, professor presence, question 

area, and professors model expectations. The two themes that were not revealed in the 

Moodle course were respond to students promptly and specific feedback.  

Table 4.15 displays the themes that were identified through the observation of the 

Moodle course management system for course LM/TI D. 

Themes Observed in 
Moodle Course 

Introductions X 

Discussion Forums X 

Collaboration X 

Videos X 

Summarizing Discussion Postings  

Professor Presence X 

Respond to Students Promptly  

Specific Feedback  

Question Area X 

Professors Model Expectations X 

Table 4.15 Themes Identified in Course LM/TI D 

The themes discovered in course LM/TI D were introductions, discussion forums, 

collaboration, videos, professor presence, question area, and professors model 
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expectations. The three themes that were not revealed in the Moodle course were 

summarizing discussion postings, respond to students promptly, and specific feedback. 

Table 4.16 displays the themes that were identified through the observation of the 

Moodle course management system for course LM E. 

Themes Observed in 
Moodle Course 

Introductions X 

Discussion Forums X 

Collaboration X 

Videos X 

Summarizing Discussion Postings  

Professor Presence X 

Respond to Students Promptly  

Specific Feedback  

Question Area X 

Professors Model Expectations X 

Table 4.16 Themes Identified in Course LM E 

The themes discovered in course LM E were introductions, discussion forums, 

collaboration, videos, professor presence, question area, and professors model 

expectations. The three themes that were not revealed in the Moodle course were 

summarizing discussion postings, respond to students promptly, and specific feedback. 

Table 4.17 displays the themes that were identified through the observation of the 

Moodle course management system for course TI F. 

Themes Observed in  
Moodle Course 
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Introductions X 

Discussion Forums X 

Collaboration X 

Videos  

Summarizing Discussion Postings  

Professor Presence X 

Respond to Students Promptly  

Specific Feedback  

Question Area  

Professors Model Expectations X 

Table 4.17 Themes Identified in Course TI F 

The themes discovered in course TI F were introductions, discussion forums, 

collaboration, professor presence and professors model expectations. The five themes that 

were not revealed in the Moodle course were videos, summarizing discussion postings, 

respond to students promptly, specific feedback, and question area. 

Table 4.18 displays the themes that were identified through the observation of the 

Moodle course management system for course TI G. 

Themes Observed in  
Moodle Course 

Introductions X 

Discussion Forums X 

Collaboration X 

Videos  
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Summarizing Discussion Postings X 

Professor Presence X 

Respond to Students Promptly  

Specific Feedback  

Question Area X 

Professors Model Expectations X 

Table 4.18 Themes Identified in Course TI G 

The themes discovered in course TI G were introductions, discussion forums, 

collaboration, summarizing discussion postings, professor presence, question area, and 

professors model expectations. The three themes that were not revealed in the Moodle 

course were videos, respond to students promptly, and specific feedback. 

 Table 4.19, themes identified in Moodle courses, displays the themes found 

during the observation of the core courses.  

Course Introductions Discussion  
Forums 

Collaboration  Videos Summarizing 
the 
Discussion 
Postings 

Professor 
Presence 

Respond 
to 
Students 
Promptly 

Specific 
Feedback 

Question 
Area 

Professors 
Model 
Expectations 

LM/
TI A 

X X X X X X   X X 

LM  
B 

X X X  X X   X X 

LM 
C 

X X X X X X   X X 

LM/
TI D 

X X X X  X   X X 

LM 
E 

X X X X  X   X X 

TI F  X X X   X    X 
TI G X X X  X X   X X 

Table 4.19 Themes Identified in Moodle Courses 
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The themes were used to inform the document analysis of the core course Moodle 

pages. The themes that were evident in all of the Moodle courses were introductions, 

discussion forums, collaboration, professor presence, and professors model expectations. 

The theme question area was indicated in six of the seven Moodle courses. The themes, 

videos and summarizing discussion postings, were indicated in four of the Moodle 

courses. The themes, respond to students promptly and specific feedback, were not 

indicated in any of the Moodle courses. 

 After the observation of the online core courses (Moodle), the researcher analyzed 

all of the data to determine which themes emerged as the most important themes in this 

researcher’s study. Table 4.20, Themes that Emerged from a Majority of the Data Sets, 

displays the themes that emerged from the majority of the data collected through this 

study. 

Data Introductions Discussion 
Forums 

Collaboration  Videos 

Director 
Interviews 

X X X X 

Student 
Interviews 

X X X X 

Document 
Analysis of 
Syllabi 

X X X X 

Observation of 
Core Course  

X X X X 

Table 4.20 Themes that Emerged from a Majority of the Data Sets 

Through the analysis of the themes that emerged from the data collections, the themes: 

introductions; discussion forums; collaboration; and videos emerged as the themes that 

were evident across a majority of the data collected. The themes can be used as ways to 

create and maintain social presence in online course. Therefore, introductions, discussion 

forums, collaboration, and videos will be called strategies for the purpose of this study. 
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Conclusion 

First, the survey indicated that social presence was evident in the core courses 

required for the library media specialist program, the technology integrator program, and 

the dual certifications of both library media specialist and technology integrator. 

Then, a document analysis of the student participants’ transcripts was conducted 

in order to determine which core courses they had completed before they were 

interviewed for this research study. All of the interview participants completed at least 

half of the required core courses for either the library media specialist program or the 

technology integrator program. Therefore, the programs core courses were fairly 

represented in this research study by participants who were experienced in taking fully 

online courses.  

Next, the researcher conducted the interviews with the directors of the programs. 

Then, the researcher conducted interviews with the students enrolled in the programs. All 

of the interviews were recorded for audio and then transcribed at a later date. After all of 

the interviews were conducted the researcher coded the interview transcripts in order to 

see which themes emerged from the data. 

 Through coding of the participants’ interview transcripts, ten themes emerged: 

introductions; discussion forums; collaboration; videos; summarizing discussion 

postings; professor presence; respond to students promptly; specific feedback; question 

area; and professors model expectations.  

Then, the themes were used to inform the document analysis of the core course 

syllabi. Through the document analysis of the core course syllabi, two themes were 

evident in all of the core course syllabi; introductions and discussion forums. The theme 
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collaboration was evident in four of the seven core course syllabi. The theme videos were 

evident in one of the seven core course syllabi. The themes; summarizing discussion 

postings, professor presence, respond to students promptly, specific feedback, question 

area, and professors model expectations were not found in any of the course syllabi. 

Lastly, the themes were used to inform the document analysis of the core course 

Moodle pages. The themes that were evident in all of the Moodle courses were 

introductions, discussion forums, collaboration, professor presence, and professors model 

expectations. The theme question area was indicated in six of the seven Moodle courses. 

The themes, videos and summarizing discussion postings, were indicated in four of the 

Moodle courses. The themes, respond to students promptly and specific feedback, were 

not indicated in any of the Moodle courses.  

The researcher analyzed all of the data and determined that four themes; 

introductions, discussion forums, collaboration, and videos were evident across the data 

sets, therefore they are the themes that were defined through this researcher’s study as 

strategies to create and maintain social presence in online courses. Although the other six 

themes were not evident across the data, they were essential elements in supporting the 

four strategies, and they will be discussed further in chapter 5.  

Chapter 5 illustrates how the four strategies; introductions, discussion forums, 

collaboration, and videos can be implemented into online courses in order to create and 

maintain a sense of social presence between the professor and students and students and 

each other. 

Summary 
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Chapter four presented the researcher’s analysis of the data collected through the 

mixed methods research study. This chapter presented an introduction, the quantitative 

data analysis, the qualitative data analysis, a conclusion, and a summary of the chapter.   

Chapter five presents the researcher’s background, conclusions about the 

researcher’s findings, implications, recommendations for future research, limitations, and 

a closing and summary.  
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Chapter 5 - Conclusions and Recommendations 

Introduction 

This study was designed to determine strategies that could be implemented into an 

online course in order to create and maintain a sense of social presence. The research 

questions guiding this research were: which strategies can be implemented into an online 

course in order to create and maintain a sense of social presence between the professor 

and students; and which strategies can be implemented into an online course in order to 

create and maintain a sense of social presence between the students and each other? In 

order to investigate these questions an examination of the fully online library media and 

technology integrator programs was conducted.  

The data was collected during the 2015-2016 academic school year. Research 

participants included directors of the programs and graduate students enrolled in the 

programs. The purpose of this chapter is to interpret the findings that were generated 

through the researcher’s analysis of the data gathered throughout the study. 

Summary of the Study  

The researcher used a mixed methods study to investigate strategies that could be 

implemented into online courses in order to create and maintain a sense of social 

presence with both the professor and students and students and each other. Research 

participants included directors of the programs and graduate students enrolled in the 

programs. Quantitative data was collected through a survey, and qualitative data was 

collected in three ways. The first method the researcher used to collect qualitative data 

was through the collection and organization of participant responses to the interview 

questions (Appendix B). The second method the researcher used to collect qualitative 
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data was through document analysis of the core course syllabi and students’ programs of 

study, and the third method the researcher used to collect qualitative data was through 

observations of the core courses online course management system (Moodle). The mixed 

methods format allowed the researcher to identify strategies that created and maintained a 

sense of social presence in the fully online core courses in the library media specialist 

program, the technology integrator program, and the dual certification of both the library 

media specialist program and the technology integrator program.  

The demographic data revealed that eighty five percent of the twenty-seven 

participants are currently teaching, while fifteen percent are not teaching. The majority of 

participants, 20, have been teaching between 1-17 years. Fewer participants, 3, have been 

teaching more than 18 years. Overall, participants were teachers with many years of 

teaching experience. Therefore, the data indicated that the majority of participants were 

already certified teachers with previous teaching experience. The participants were 

graduate students obtaining a second teaching certification, which indicates that they are 

motivated learners that are experienced in both learning and teaching.  

The fully online courses investigated in this study were the core courses required 

for the library media certification program, the technology integrator program, and the 

dual certification program of both library media and technology integrator. A majority of 

the participants had taken courses LM/TI A (89%), LM/TI D (89%), and TI G (78%), 

while some participants have taken courses LM E (67%) LM B (63%), LM C (56%), and 

fewer have taken course TI G (33%). Overall, participants had completed a majority of 

the core courses required for the library media specialist program and the technology 

integrator program. Therefore, the participants were experienced in online learning and 
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capable of knowing what a connected or disconnected feeling would resemble in a fully 

online course.  

The following sections describe the conclusions about the researcher’s findings, 

the implications of the study, recommendations for future research, and a summary. 

Conclusions  

The primary question guiding this research was: which strategies can be 

implemented into an online course in order to create and maintain a sense of social 

presence? In order to answer this question, data was collected and analyzed. The analysis 

indicated four strategies. The four strategies were; introductions, discussion forums, 

collaboration, and videos.  

The four strategies were evident in the data collected, and they became the 

essential elements to be implemented into online courses. Tu and McIsaac (2002) define 

social presence as "a measure of the feeling of community that a learner experiences in an 

online environment" (p. 131). Gunawardena and Zittle (1997) define social presence as 

"the degree to which a person is perceived as a 'real person' in mediated communication" 

(p. 9). The four strategies can be implemented into online courses in order or to build the 

feeling of community between the professor and students and students and each other. 

The strategies can be used in order to build the connections needed in order for course 

participants to feel like they are interacting with other human beings and not simply a 

computer device.  

Professors and students use technology devices to communicate and build 

relationships with others when communicating in online courses. “Technology comes to 

presence in the realm where revealing and unconcealment take place, where aletheia, 
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truth, happens” (Heidegger, 1977, p. 13). Heidegger (1977) discusses how many people 

see technology as “a means to an end,” (p. 2) but he sees it as a mode of revealing truth. 

The mode of revealing truth or social presence of the other person has to be done within 

technological boundaries. If you are preoccupied with the technology device, then you 

will miss the essence of technology, and at the same time, miss the connections with the 

other people you are communicating with via the technology device.  

In order to create and maintain the sense of social presence in online courses, the 

following strategies could be part of a fully online course; introductions, discussion 

forums, collaboration, and videos. The strategies can be used alone in order to create a 

sense of social presence in an online course, but if all four strategies are implemented 

together, then the sense of social presence will be maintained through out the duration of 

the online course.  

The research questions guiding this research study were: which strategies can be 

implemented into an online course in order to create and maintain a sense of social 

presence between the professor and students; and which strategies can be implemented 

into an online course in order to create and maintain a sense of social presence between 

the students and each other? Three of the four strategies can be implemented into an 

online course in order to create and maintain a sense of social presence between the 

professor and students: introductions; discussion forums; and videos. All four of the 

strategies can be implemented into an online course in order to create and maintain a 

sense of social presence between the students and each other: introductions; discussion 

forums; collaboration; and videos. The following sections demonstrate how the strategies 
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can be implemented into online courses in order to create and maintain a sense of social 

presence.  

Strategy 1: Introductions 

The implementations of introductions were evident in the survey, interviews, 

syllabi, and observation of the Moodle courses as being effective in creating and 

maintaining a sense of social presence. Therefore, introductions were an essential 

element in creating and maintaining a sense of social presence in online courses, since 

they allowed students to get to know each other. Introductions were a strategy that the 

data supported, therefore introductions could be part of a fully online course in order to 

create and maintain social presence. 

Introductions are activities used in online courses for students and professors, and 

student and each other, to get to know each other by learning about each other’s 

backgrounds. Limited time with professors and other students in an online course may be 

one of the barriers to developing a connection (Glazer & Wanstreet, 2011). Requiring 

introductions in an online course allows students time to meet each other, get to know 

each other, and form connections with each other. The introductions are necessary to 

create and maintain a sense of social presence and build a sense of community in online 

courses.  

The introductions in the online core courses were either text-based or video-based 

introductions. During text-based introductions the professors and students composed a 

few paragraphs, which described their hobbies, work history, family life, educational 

background, and other personal information about themselves that they wanted to share 

with the course participants. The text-based introductions were used as a way for 
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professors and students to write paragraphs about themselves, by typing words, in order 

to share information with each other.  

In video-based introductions the professor and the students recorded themselves 

with a video camera talking about their hobbies, work history, family life, educational 

background, and other personal information about themselves that they wanted to share 

with the other course participants. There were several different ways that the professors 

and students recorded a video of themselves. The videos were recorded with a digital 

video recorder, a built in camera on a computer, tablet, smartphone, or another 

technology device with video recording capabilities. The videos analyzed through this 

research study were recorded with a variety of different digital recording devices, and 

posted in Moodle for all course participants to view. 

Both the text-based introductions and the video-based introductions were posted 

in Moodle for all students and the professor to read and/or watch. Both the professor and 

the students had access to a comment feature on each other’s introductions. The professor 

and the students used the comment feature to reply to other course participants’ 

introductions. When the professor and students commented on each other’s introductions, 

they often shared additional background information with each other. The comment 

feature allowed both the professor and the students an opportunity to make connections 

with each other and to find other course participants with similar interests and 

backgrounds as themselves. The connections the course participants make aided in 

creating and maintaining a sense of of social presence, since it allowed them to build 

camaraderie with other course participants. Learning about each other allows course 

participants to feel like they are interacting with a real person and not simply a computer. 
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The professor of the course could use the information the students shared in their 

introductions to group students based on their similarities during future collaboration 

assignments.  

The introductions were essential for both the professor and the students to get to 

know each other in online courses where they did not have the opportunity to meet face-

to-face. The introductions provided course participants with information that allowed 

them to get to know each other and create and maintain a sense of social presence. 

Introductions allowed students to feel connected to one another, and it started to build a 

sense of community in the fully online courses. Below are the introduction prompts that 

were used by professors in the core courses analyzed in this study. The prompts can be 

used as strategies when implementing introductions into fully online courses.  

• First, introduce yourself to the class. Tell us where you are in the Library 

Media Specialist/Technology Integration Specialist program. Are you 

currently or have you ever been an educator, a public or school librarian, a 

technology integrator, a library assistant, other support staff, or a library 

volunteer? Is this a career change for you? If so, what are you doing now? 

Do you plan to pursue the Library Media Specialist certification? The 

Technology Integration Specialist certification? Dual certification?  

• This week, you will create a video in the form of a self-introduction as a 

means of getting acquainted with your classmates and 

instructors. Please include information on what you hope to gain from this 

course. 
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• Please introduce yourself to the class: What do you teach? Where? What 

grade level(s) do you teach? What program of study are you in? Tell us a 

little about your hobbies, family, etc. 

• Tell us a little about why you are taking the course, your experience with 

organizing resources (of any type), and anything else you would like to 

share. 

• Please take a few minutes to post an introduction, including a few things 

about yourself:  where you are from, why you are taking this course, what 

you hope to learn, and something you are interested in that you would like 

to share. 

• Please share with us your goals for this course, your current employment, 

and anything you would like to share. 

If the course introductions are text-based, then the professor could upload a 

profile picture of themselves, and have students upload a picture of themselves in order 

for course participants to see what they look like. Professors could share their 

introductions and have students share their introductions with the class during the first 

week that the course starts. The professor could require all course participants to read and 

comment on each other’s introductions, which will aid in building a sense of community 

at the start of a fully online course. 

The information provided in this section can be used as a guide when 

implementing introductions into online courses in order to create and maintain a sense of 

social presence between the professor and students and students and each other.  
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Kehrwald (2008) suggests introduction activities to get to know each other and 

build trust amongst the online participants. Rovai (2007) suggested creating an initial 

course discussion board that promotes socio-emotional responses by allowing online 

learners to introduce themselves to their professor and classmates. In Redmond and 

Lock’s (2006) study, it was found that activities that allowed students to get to know each 

other increased social presence in the online courses. 

The findings from this researcher’s study confirms what Kehrwald (2008), Rovai 

(2007), and Lock’s (2006) studies discovered about implementing introductions into 

online courses in order to create and maintain a sense of social presence between the 

professor and students and students and each other. The introductions created a place for 

the professor and the students to get to know each other and create connections between 

each other. The introductions allowed students to build a sense of community and feel a 

sense of belongingness with each other.  

Strategy 2: Discussion Forums 

The implementations of discussion forums were evident in the survey, interviews, 

syllabi, and observation of the Moodle courses as being effective in creating and 

maintaining a sense of social presence. Therefore discussion forums were an essential 

element in creating and maintaining a sense of social presence in online courses, because 

they aided in building a sense of community in the fully online courses. Discussion 

forums were a strategy that the data supported, therefore discussion forums could be part 

of a fully online course in order to create and maintain social presence.  

Discussion forums are threaded discussions, which the professor and students and 

students and each other, have over a specific period of time. The threaded discussion 
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forums are asynchronous conversations that take place online. The professor starts the 

discussion forum by posting information that the students need to respond to over a 

specific period of time, determined by the professor. The professor could ask a question 

for the students to respond to, post readings or resources that they want the student to 

respond to, or make a statement that they want the students to respond to. After the 

students have taken time to reflect on the content and information that the professor has 

posted in the discussion forum, the student then generates a response to the discussion 

prompt, and posts a response for all course participants to view and comment on. 

Professors could require students to post an initial discussion posting by a certain day and 

time during a course, in order to keep the online conversations active between course 

participants. Professors could require students to comment on each other’s discussion 

postings in order to keep the online conversations active between course participants. 

The discussion forums are reflective conversations contributed to by both the 

professor and students in order to continually build relationships by sharing personal 

information, opinions, and thoughts and ideas between each other. Adequate use of 

discussion boards can positively influence students' perceptions of social presence, which 

as a result compensates for the lack of face-to-face contact (Kim, Kwon, & Cho, 2011). 

Use of the discussion forums in fully online courses builds a class community, which in 

turn creates and maintains a sense of social presence.  

The discussion forums are essential for both the professor and the students to get 

to know each other in online courses where they do not have the opportunity to meet 

face-to-face. The discussion forums are an area for course participants to get to know 

each other and make connections with each other. Below is an example of specific 
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guidelines given to students before they started to post to discussion forums in one of the 

core courses analyzed through this research study: 

Discussion participation tips: 

• Participate earlier in the week rather than at the last possible moment. To earn 

maximum points for timeliness, your original post must be submitted by midnight 

on Monday night.  

• Reply to others earlier in the week rather than at the last possible moment. 

• Check in and participate in the discussion two or three separate days per week. 

Expectations for posting threads and contributions to online discussions: 

• Postings should be evenly distributed during the discussion period (not 

concentrated all on one day or at the beginning and/or end of the period). 

• Postings should be a minimum of one succinct paragraph. Avoid postings that are 

limited to “I agree” or “great ideas,” etc. If you agree or disagree with a posting 

then say why you agree by supporting your statement with concepts from the 

readings or by bringing in a related example or experience.  

• Address the questions as much as possible (don’t let the discussion stray). 

• Use quotes and/or clear references to the readings to support your postings. 

Include page numbers as appropriate. 

• Build on others’ responses to create threads. 

• Bring in related prior knowledge (work experience, prior coursework, readings, 

etc.) 

• Use proper etiquette (proper language, typing, etc.) 
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Participating in discussion forums is the only way that the professor and students 

and students and each other can have a reflective conversation with each other, as they 

typically would in a course that meets face-to-face. Discussion forums are places for the 

professor and students and students and each other to communicate throughout the 

duration of the fully online course. The professor could participate in the discussion 

forums and respond to students in a timely manner in order to make connections with the 

students in the course.  

The professor could summarize the discussion postings for students, each week. 

The professor could summarize the discussion postings by providing students with the 

discussion highlights, or providing students with a short summary of all the student 

responses to a particular discussion forum. The professor could provide the students with 

the key points that most of the students mentioned in their initial discussion posting. The 

summaries are wrap-ups of every student’s comments, typed up, spoken with audio, or in 

video form, posted for all students to review. 

Professors could create a discussion forum, outside of the required discussion 

forums, where students and the professor and students and each other can socialize 

together in order to continue to build social connections. The discussion forums could be 

called news forum, questions and clarifications, or water cooler. The professor and 

students could use the area to ask each other questions about the course, make 

announcements, or share personal information. Both the professor and the students could 

use the news area as a place to post information. For example, if there is a conference 

coming up, and course participants would be likely to attend it, then they could post that 

information in the news forum, and then see if anyone else from the online course is 
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going to attend the same conference. If they are, then they could arrange to meet face-to-

face at the upcoming conference. The news area could also be used to post job openings 

and share new employment news. For example, the participants enrolled in these 

programs are library media specialists and technology integrators, and they are often 

hired while they are enrolled in the fully online programs. Professors and students could 

use the news forums to announce new employment in order to share with other students 

where they will be working. Often, other students in the course work in the same school 

district, or they know someone else who works there. The news area is a place where 

both the professor and the students can socialize and make connections with the course 

participants. The news forum is the only place in a fully online course where a student 

can initiate a conversation with other course participants.  

Discussion forums were an essential element in creating and maintaining a sense 

of social presence in online courses. The information provided in this section can be used 

as a guide when implementing discussion forums into online courses in order to create 

and maintain a sense of social presence between the professor and students and students 

and each other.  

Bentley, Secret, and Cummings (2015) illustrated how setting high expectations 

for participation in online exercises and discussion boards, and holding students 

accountable for their participation, will aid in building positive social presence in an 

online course. Creating discussions that promote meaningful interactions amongst the 

students and professor assists in creating and maintaining a sense of social presence and 

helps in avoiding the chance that students will feel disconnected from their professors 

and peers in an online course. Researchers Weaver and Albion (2005) discovered that 
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students were more apt to participate in discussions if the online facilitator was involved 

in the discussions, and if the online facilitator modeled forms of social presence in the 

discussions (professor presence).  

The findings from this researcher’s study confirm what Bentley, Secret, and 

Cummings (2015) and Weaver and Albion’s (2005) studies discovered about using 

discussion forums in online courses in order to create and maintain a sense of social 

presence between the professor and students and students and each other. 

Strategy 3: Collaboration   

The implementations of collaboration were evident in the survey, interviews, 

syllabi, and observation of the Moodle courses as being effective in creating and 

maintaining a sense of social presence between the students and each other. Therefore, 

collaboration was an essential element in creating and maintaining a sense of social 

presence in online courses, because it allowed students to make connections with each 

other. Collaboration was a strategy that the data supported, therefore collaboration could 

be part of a fully online course in order to create and maintain social presence. 

Collaboration is a joint effort, between two or more people, working together to 

produce one assignment. Students collaborated on activities and assignments during 

online courses by working together to build on the same activity or assignment. Students 

shared work with each other in order to elicit comments and feedback from each other in 

order to make improvements to their work, which was a collaboration activity. The 

collaboration took place in both asynchronous and synchronous time, and involved 

course participants interacting together for assignment purposes.  
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Requiring students to participate in group work, specifically small group work, 

allowed students to get to know each other while they co-construct new knowledge 

together. When students share work with each other, and comment on each other’s work, 

then they are interacting and co-constructing knowledge together. Professors must 

provide student’s with opportunities to collaborate in order to create and maintain a sense 

of social presence in their online courses. 

According to one of the three directors, there is a need to work on how 

collaboration is set up in an online course. Two of the four students enjoyed collaboration 

and thought it was effective in creating and maintaining a sense of social presence in 

online courses. However, two of the four students did not feel that collaboration was 

effective in creating and maintaining a sense of social presence in online courses.  

Careful consideration, by the professor, on how to set up a collaboration 

assignment is important. There could be issues that arise during a collaboration project. 

One student cited personal schedules as a barrier to collaboration, and another student 

cited participant age differences as a barrier. Therefore, collaboration could be used as a 

strategy to create and maintain a sense of social presence in online courses, but careful 

attention could be made to how the collaboration assignment is structured. The professor 

of an online course can create groups for collaboration assignments by grouping students 

with similar interests, similar hobbies, similar work experience, or students enrolled in 

the same program of study. The professor could use the information that students shared 

in their introductions, at the beginning of the online course, in order to create groups 

based on student similarities. The professor of an online course can also allow students to 

choose their partners for collaboration assignments. Allowing students to choose their 
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own partners gives students a chance to choose another student who they have made a 

connection with, prior to the collaboration assignment. Grouping students with similar 

interests, who have already made connections in the fully online course, would allow 

students to build on their connections and create a sense of social presence with each 

other.  

Collaboration assignments allow students a chance to interact and work together 

on a project. Providing students a place to interact is important in order to create social 

presence in online courses where students do not meet in face-to-face situations. Students 

in online courses want to feel connected to both the professor and the students in their 

courses. Providing opportunities for students to work together is an effective way to 

allow students to collaborate and build connections with each other.  

Professors of online courses could use the three collaboration assignments that 

were discovered through this research study, to be effective in creating and maintaining 

social presence: 

• BYOD (Bring Your Own Device) 

• Monster Exchange Project 

• Shelf-fari 

BYOD is a collaborative project were students created a policy together. Students 

were able to choose what type of policy they would like to build with their group 

members. The BYOD policy was built in order to establish a policy for high school 

students to be able to bring their own technology device to school with them. The 

collaborative policy is described in the course syllabi as follows; you will be put into 

groups within Moodle to research a legal or ethical issues related to school 
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libraries/information technology and some existing policies to deal with them. As a 

group, you will then brainstorm what your group deems to be the essential components of 

that type of policy.  

The Monster Exchange Project is a collaborative project were students worked 

together on an online writing assignment. The Monster Exchange Project is described on 

the course Moodle page as follows; A collaborative writing project that takes place fully 

online. The project is geared towards students in grades kindergarten through high 

school. Students each draw a monster, and then they write descriptive directions on how 

to draw their monsters. The students then exchange monster directions with each other. 

Next, they attempt to draw each other’s monsters based solely on the directions they were 

given by their partner. Then, each student sends each other the monster they drew based 

on the directions they were given. Once each student has the redrawn monster pictures in 

hand, each student then sends each other their original monster drawing in order to 

compare the two monsters. If the monster drawings look a like, then that is an indicator 

that both partners were effective in writing directions and following directions. If the 

monster pictures do not look alike, then that is an indicator that the directions were not 

well written or followed well, or a combination of both. The graduate students enrolled in 

the online course participate in the Monster Exchange Project, in order to become 

proficient with the project, to in turn use it with their kindergarten through high school 

aged students that they work with. 

Shelf-fari is an online collaborative project in which students make contributions 

to a virtual class bookshelf. Students contribute ten picture book titles, fiction and/or non-

fiction, of their choice to add to the virtual class bookshelf. Students review a book, and 
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then they post the reviewed title to a designated area in Moodle in order for the professor 

and students to view. The assignment allows the students in the course to build a library 

collection that a student could use in their own library one day. The assignment allows 

students to share their own ideas, as well as learn about new resources from their 

classmates’ posting of library resources.  

Collaboration is essential for the students to get to know each other in online 

courses where they do not have the opportunity to meet face-to-face. Collaboration was 

an essential element in creating and maintaining a sense of social presence in online 

courses, because it allowed students to co-construct knowledge together. Often, 

collaboration projects require students to use video, which allows students to physically 

see each other and learn more about each other. The information provided in this section 

can be used as a guide when implementing collaboration activities or assignments into 

online courses in order to create and maintain a sense of social presence between students 

and each other.  

Through their research on online learning, So and Brush (2008) discovered that it 

is important for instructional designers to deliberately design online courses in order to 

provide students with significant opportunities for both collaboration and social 

interactions. Collaborative learning is established and maintained with a combination of 

participation, interaction, and social presence (Huahui, Sullivan, & Mellenius, 2013). 

Social presence is needed when learners are participating in collaboration activities 

online. Collaboration activities that enhance social presence include activities where the 

instructor models social presence behaviors (So & Busch, 2008).  
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The findings from this researcher’s study confirm what So and Bush (2008) and 

Huahui, Sullivan, and Mellenius (2013) studies discovered about implementing 

collaboration activities into online courses in order to create and maintain a sense of 

social presence between the professor and students and students and each other.  

Strategy 4: Videos 

The implementations of videos were evident in the interviews, syllabi, and 

observation of the Moodle courses as being effective in creating and maintaining a sense 

of social presence. Therefore videos were an essential element in creating and 

maintaining a sense of social presence in online courses, because they allowed the 

professor and students to physically see each other. Videos were a strategy that the data 

supported, therefore videos could be part of a fully online course in order to create and 

maintain social presence. 

The videos were used as a way for the professor and the students to actually see 

each other. Online courses regularly require course participants to post profile pictures of 

themselves to share with other course participants, but those pictures are not always 

representative of who the course participants actually are. Course participants can post 

any picture they would like to post, form anytime in their life. Profile pictures are not 

always current representations of what the course participant actually looks like. Often 

course participants will post profile pictures that are extremely small and hard to see. 

Professors could implement videos in order for course participants to actually see each 

other.  

Individuals usually use their verbal cues and nonverbal cues in order to determine 

their personalities and construct their own judgments of another person's identity in a 
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face-to-face course, but that is not possible in an online course because students connect 

and interact from a physical distance, because they do not get to physically see each 

other. Professors could implement videos into their online courses for course participants 

to see each other.  The videos allow students and the professor to see each other’s verbal 

and nonverbal clues, which in turn, allows course participants to learn more about each 

other. According to Burgoon et al. (2002) "face to face provides individuals with a full 

array of verbal and nonverbal cues that create social presence" (p. 658). Implementing 

videos into online courses creates a sense of social presence since the videos allow course 

participants to see each other's verbal and nonverbal cues, similar to what occurs in a 

face-to-face course.  

Munoz et al., (2014) discovered that in an online course the absence of verbal and 

nonverbal cues could make interactions between the professor and students more 

challenging. In fully online courses, the addition of videos, allows students to feel like 

they are interacting with a real person, and not simply a computer, because they can 

physically see each other. Creating opportunities for course participants to see each other 

is essential for creating and maintaining a sense of social presence. 

Videos were important in creating and maintaining a sense of social presence in 

online course. Therefore, professors of online courses could produce videos of 

themselves, and require their students to create videos of themselves to share with course 

participants. Some of the professors of the fully online courses analyzed through this 

study, created videos of themselves, and shared them with the students in their courses. 

For example, two professors who team-taught a course together, video taped themselves 

introducing themselves and the course content. The videos were posted on the first page 
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of the Moodle course, and it was one of the first items students would see when they first 

logged into the Moodle course. The videos were prominent and visible to students. The 

video had information about the professors’ personal lives, their work experience, and it 

physically showed them interacting together, as team teachers.  

Professors could add humor into their videos, and show themselves in their home, 

place of work, or a place that is significant to them. Professors could use the video 

introductions as a way of sharing information about themselves, as well as a way to share 

an important place they enjoying working in. Since the courses are fully online, 

professors work from a variety of different places. Sharing where they work from is a 

way to make a connection with other course participants.  

The professor could create a video highlighting the key points in the discussion 

forums each week. The video could be of the professor, summarizing the highlights from 

all students’ discussion postings for each week. The video will prove to students that the 

professor is involved in the course, and that the professor had read all students’ postings 

for that particular week. There is no other indicator in Moodle that a professor had read 

everyone’s postings, except an individual comment on each student’s postings. The video 

summarizing the discussion postings would save a professor time, since instead of 

commenting on each student’s postings, they could some up everyone’s postings at the 

same time.  

The professor could use synchronous video tools in Moodle to hold online office 

hours with the students in the fully online course. Synchronous communication occurs at 

the same time. Students communicate with each other by logging into the online course at 

the same time, with their technology devices, but they are separated by physical space. 
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Moodle has a plugin called Big Blue Button, which professors can use to show 

themselves over a video or they can show their computer screen over a video. Big Blue 

Button is integrated right into Moodle and it can be used to record live sessions and save 

them for playback later. In reviewing the core courses analyzed through this research 

study, courses used Big Blue Button to hold online office hours. They office hours were 

conducted one or twice throughout the course, by the professor, in order to assist students 

with questions and concerns related to course content. The office hours were not 

mandatory, and they were open to all students in the course. If students chose to attend 

the office hours, then they would download the Big Blue Button plugin, via a link 

through the Moodle course, and they would be directed to a video of the professor or 

video of the professor’s computer screen. Often, the professors showed both themselves 

and their computer screen during office hours in order to demonstrate course content to 

their students. The online office hours were another way for students to physically see 

and interact with their professors through video.  

Videos were an essential element in creating and maintaining a sense of social 

presence in online courses, because the videos allowed course participants to see each 

other’s facial expressions, verbal and nonverbal cues, and what each course participant 

actually looked like. The information provided in this section can be used as a guide 

when implementing videos into online courses in order to create and maintain a sense of 

social presence between the professor and students and students and each other.  

Videos emerged as a strategy that could be used in conjunction with all three of 

the other strategies; introductions, discussion forums, and collaboration. Combining two 

strategies together would surely aid in creating and maintaining the sense of social 
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presence between both the professor and students and students and each other. “The 

addition of video may increase learners’ feeling of social presence and thereby increase 

engagement with the learning materials (Homer, Plass, & Blake, 2008, p. 795). 

Integrating videos into online courses could be done during the introductions to the 

course, as weekly wrap-ups of discussion forums, and during collaboration since it is a 

strategy that is needed when creating and maintaining a sense of social presence.  

Using videos during introductions is a powerful tool, since students are able to see 

the professor and students in the online course as well as learn about each others interests, 

hobbies, work history, family life, educational background, an other personal information 

about themselves that they wanted to share. Combining videos and introductions would 

surely aid in creating and maintaining the sense of social presence between both the 

professor and students and students and each other. 

Using videos during discussion forums, to summarize the weekly discussion 

forums, is a way for the professor to demonstrate what he/she thought about the 

discussion postings that students had posted. Students would be able to see the professor 

through the videos, and also build a sense of community through the threaded discussion 

forums with both the professor and the students in the online course. Combining videos 

and discussion forums would surely aid in creating and maintaining the sense of social 

presence between both the professor and students and students and each other. 

Using videos during collaboration assignments allows students to see each other, 

while also working together on the same activity or assignment. Students would be able 

to make connections with each other by participating in a synchronous video, and also by 

participating in the construction of an activity or assignment. Combining videos and 
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collaboration assignments would surely aid in creating and maintaining the sense of 

social presence between both the professor and students and students and each other. 

The findings from this researcher’s study confirm what Homer, Plass, and Blake’s 

2008 study discovered about using videos in online courses in order to create and 

maintain a sense of social presence between the professor and students and students and 

each other.  

Based on this study, professors can create online courses where students do feel 

connected to each other. A sense of social presence can be created and maintained in 

online courses. A sense of social presence can be created and maintained by 

implementing introductions, discussion forums, collaboration, and videos into online 

courses. The following section will describe the implications of this study.  

Implications 

This study is significant as it provides additional information to the body of 

knowledge regarding social presence in online courses. Online professors could use the 

strategies, discovered through this research study, to design a course that is set up to 

allow for a sense of social presence to be created and maintained between the course 

participants. Professors teaching online courses and instructional designers will benefit 

by creating a feeling of belongingness amongst the course participants. Without the sense 

of social presence in an online course, students feel as though they are interacting in 

isolation with a computer instead of a real person or persons (Kelly & Claus, 2015). 

Higher educational institutions, offering online courses, will benefit by providing 

their faculty and staff with strategies that create and maintain a sense of social presence, 

which will allow course participants to feel connected to one another. According to Allen 
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and Seaman (2013) between the years 2011 and 2012 “the number of (college) students 

taking at least one online course increased by over 570,000 to a new total of 6.7 million” 

(p. 4). Online courses are increasing, and if students feel connected to the professor and 

students in one online course, then they are likely to enroll in another online course. If 

students feel disconnected from the professor and students in an online course, then they 

are not likely to enroll in another online course. The strategies: introductions; discussion 

forums; collaboration; and videos can be implemented into online courses in order to 

create and maintain a sense of social presence. The next section recommends ideas for 

future research studies. 

Recommendations for Future Research  

Recommendations for future research are described in relation to three of 

strategies that emerged from the data collected through this research study; introductions, 

collaboration, and videos. 

Introductions 

The findings from this researcher’s study indicated that introductions were 

effective in creating and maintaining a sense of social presence in online courses. Further 

research on introductions should be conducted. The future research should be conducted 

to investigate the differences between text-based introductions and their effect on 

creating a sense of social presence in online courses versus video-based introductions and 

their effect on creating social presence in online courses. The findings from this 

researcher’s study also indicated videos as a strategy that was essential in creating and 

maintaining a sense of social presence in online courses. Would incorporating two of 

strategies from this study, introductions and videos, increase social presence in online 
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courses, more than implementing one strategy alone? The study could include similar 

courses to be implemented at the same time, using the same online course management 

system, but one course could use text-based introductions, and the other course could use 

video-based introductions. The study could examine each introduction format in order to 

see if there was a difference in social presence between the different formats that were 

used in creating the introductions. The study could examine if either text-based formats 

or video-based formats were more effective in creating and maintaining a sense of social 

presence between the professor and students and students and each other during course 

introductions.  

Collaboration  

The findings from this researcher’s study indicated that collaboration was 

effective in creating and maintaining a sense of social presence in online courses. Since 

the findings from this researcher’s study revealed that collaboration created and 

maintained a sense of social presence between students and other students, future 

research should be conducted to identify if specific collaboration tools, related to videos, 

that are more effective than others at creating and maintaining a sense of social presence 

online. This researcher’s study examined the collaboration experience, but it did not 

investigate specific collaborative tools that could be used through Moodle. A future study 

could investigate research questions such as which online collaboration tools are effective 

in creating and maintaining an online community that creates a sense of social presence 

between professors and their students? Which online collaboration tools are effective in 

creating an online community that creates and maintains a sense of social presence 

between students and each other?   
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Videos 

 The findings from this researcher’s study indicated that videos were effective in 

creating and maintaining a sense of social presence in online courses. Different video 

capturing tools used to create the videos in this study were not investigated. A future 

study could investigate which video capturing tools were most effective in creating and 

maintain social presence. A future study could investigate which video capturing tools 

the professors used for capturing their videos. A future study could investigate questions 

such as which video capturing tools did professors use to create video-based 

introductions, and what where their experiences with the video capturing tool? Another 

question could be why did some professors choose not to use video-based introductions 

and what were the barriers, if any, which prevented them from using video capturing 

tools? 

 The recommendations, described in the above sections, are for future studies. The 

next section will describe the limitations of this research study.  

Limitations 

The limitations of this study are related to the fully online programs analyzed 

through this study and the students enrolled in the programs, the course managements 

system used, and the rural university in which this research study took place.  

The researcher analyzed a fully online program geared towards library media 

specialists and technology integrators. Therefore, the results of this study can only be 

generalized to this specific group of participants. The researcher cannot generalize to 

participants who do not have the characteristics of the participants in this particular study 
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(Creswell, 2014), unless they are geared towards library media specialists and technology 

integrators.  

The student management system analyzed through this research study was 

Moodle. Therefore, the results of this study are limited to an online delivery format that 

has the same structure and capabilities as Moodle. The results are limited to a students 

management system with the same online delivery.  

The research study was conducted at a rural state university. However that may 

not limit the findings of this study because the study was conducted using a fully online 

program. The students enrolled in the programs where not meeting face-to-face on 

campus, at the rural state university. Students were not required to be on campus; 

therefore students from outside of the state, which the university resides in, were 

participants in the programs.  

Although this research study has limitations, professors of fully online courses, 

can use the strategies described in chapter 5 in order to create and maintain a sense of 

social presence amongst the course participants. 

Researcher Background 

The researcher must disclose that she was biased towards finding strategies that 

would create social presence in an online course since the researcher teaches online 

courses. The researcher is employed as a lecturer in the library media specialist and 

technology integrator programs at Plymouth State University. Therefore, the researcher 

had a strong, vested interest in the outcomes of this study. The researcher conducted her 

research as objectively as possible. Although the researcher was influenced by personal 

feelings about how to create social presence in online courses, the researcher did not 
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allow those feelings to influence her data. The researcher was influenced by that fact that 

she has experience taking online courses where she has not felt a sense of social presence 

with either the professor or the students enrolled in the course. The researcher recognized 

that she had personal feelings about online courses, since she has both taught and taken 

online courses, and conducted her research as a researcher and not as a professor of 

online courses or as a student enrolled in online courses. The researcher used self-

reflection when interpreting her findings, knowing that her findings were shaped by six 

years experience teaching online courses.  

The researcher asked whether she was analyzing her data as a researcher or as a 

professor of online courses, and made sure that she was looking at the data accurately 

when she was determining facts and drawing conclusions. The six years that the 

researcher has spent teaching online courses in the library media specialist program, the 

technology integrator program, and the dual certification of both the library media and 

technology integrator programs has helped her develop an in-depth understanding of both 

the participants in this study and online courses offered in the programs. The researcher 

conducted her research ethically and abided by all of the standards for conducting 

research in a trustworthy manner. The researcher followed the guidelines that were 

presented in the Institutional Review Board document.  

The researcher has spent eleven years teaching technology integration to students 

in an elementary school, in a face-to-face format, as a full-time position. The researcher 

has also spent time instructing teachers on how to effectively integrate technology into 

the classroom, in a face-to-face format. 
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The researcher’s experience in teaching both online formats and in face-to-face 

formats provided the research with background knowledge of both learning 

environments. Therefore, the researcher is considered to be knowledgeable about how 

students learn in each learning environment. The researcher conducted the research as a 

researcher and not as an experienced teacher in both online formats and in face-to-face 

formats. 

Summary 

The purpose of this study was to discover strategies that could be implemented 

into an online course in order to create and maintain a sense of social presence between 

students and their professor and students and each other. A mixed-methods study was 

conducted in order to answer the research questions. An online survey was conducted in 

order to determine if social presence was evident in the core courses required for the 

library media specialist program, the technology integrator program, and the dual 

certifications of both library media specialist and technology integrator. The survey 

indicated that social presence was evident in the core courses.  

After determining that social presence was evident in the core courses, the 

researcher conducted interviews with program participants. Through coding of the 

director and student interview transcripts, themes emerged. The themes were then used to 

inform the document analysis of the Moodle courses and the course syllabi. Through the 

document analysis, it was evident that the themes could be used as strategies in order to 

create and maintain a sense of social presence in online courses.  
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Chapter 5 illustrated how the strategies could be implemented into online courses, 

discussed the implications of this study, and made recommendations for future research 

studies. 

In closing, the answers to the research questions are as follows: the strategies 

introductions, discussion forums, and videos can be implemented into an online course in 

order to create and maintain a sense of social presence between the professor and 

students; the strategies introductions, discussion forums, collaboration, and videos can be 

implemented into an online course in order to create and maintain a sense of social 

presence between the students and each other. Strategies for how to use introductions are; 

professor requires introductions to be completed during the first week that the course 

starts by both the professor and the students: introductions are created by using text 

(typing words) or by creating a video of the course participant introducing themselves to 

the other course participants: professor provides questions or prompts for students to 

answer in their introductions. Strategies for how to use discussion forums are; professor 

initiates discussion forums with a prompt or with questions: both professor and students 

respond to the prompts and each other: professor responds to students in a timely manner: 

professor summarizes discussion forums: professor is present in the course: professor 

creates a ‘water cooler’ discussion forum for students to initiate conversations. Strategies 

for how to use collaboration are; professor groups students based on similar backgrounds 

and interests: professor requires students to build upon an assignment together: professor 

requires students to complete an online writing assignment: professor requires students to 

contribute to, and build a collection together. Strategies for how to use videos are; 

professor requires all course participants to create a video of themselves introducing 
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themselves to the other course participants: professor creates a video highlighting 

discussion forums: professor uses videos to hold online office hours: professor assigns 

collaboration projects that require students to use videos with each other. 

  



 147 

References 

Akyol, Z., & Garrison, D. R. (2013). Educational communities of inquiry: Theoretical 

framework, research, and practice. Hershey, PA: IGI Global.  

Akyol, Z., & Garrison, D. R. (2008). The development of a community of inquiry over time in an 

online course: Understanding the progression and integration of social, cognitive and 

teaching presence. Journal Of Asynchronous Learning Networks, 12(3-4), 3-22. 

Akyol, Z., & Garrison, D. R. (2011). Understanding cognitive presence in an online and blended 

community of inquiry: Assessing outcomes and processes for deep approaches to 

learning. British Journal Of Educational Technology, 42(2), 233-250. 

Akyol, Z., Garrison, D. R., & Ozden, M. Y. (2009). Online and blended communities of inquiry: 

Exploring the developmental and perceptional differences. International Review Of 

Research In Open And Distance Learning, 10(6), 65-83. 

Allen, E., & Seaman, J. (2013). Changing course: Ten years of tracking online education in the 

United States. Babson Survey Research Group and Quahog Research Group. Retrieved 

from http://www.onlinelearningsurvey.com/ 

Arbaugh, J., Cleveland-Innes, M., Diaz, S. R., Garrison, D. R., Ice, P., Richardson, J. C., & 

Swan, K. P. (2008). Developing a community of inquiry instrument: Testing a measure of 

the Community of Inquiry framework using a multi-institutional sample. Internet & 

Higher Education, 11(3/4), 133-136. doi:10.1016/j.iheduc.2008.06.003 



 148 

Bentley, K. J., Secret, M. C., & Cummings, C. R. (2015). The centrality of social presence in 

online teaching and learning in social work. Journal Of Social Work Education, 51(3), 

494-504. 

Beth, A. D., Jordan, M. E., Schallert, D. L., Reed, J. H., & Kim, A. (2015). Responsibility and 

generativity in online learning communities. Interactive Learning Environments, 23, 471-

474. doi:10.1080/10494820.2013.788035  

Blackboard Collaborate. (2016). A free, web conferencing system for online learning. Retrieved 

from http://www.blackboard.com 

Bognar, B., Gajger, V., & Ivic, V. (2015). Constructivist e-learning in higher education. Online 

Submission. 

Boston, W., Diaz, S. R., Gibson, A. M., Ice, P., Richardson, J., & Swan, K. (2010). An 

exploration of the relationship between indicators of the community of inquiry 

framework and retention in online programs. Journal Of Asynchronous Learning 

Networks, 14(1), 3-19. 

Brown, A. L. (2014). Implementing active learning in an online teacher education course. 

American Journal Of Distance Education, 28(3), 170-182. 

doi:10.1080/08923647.2014.924695 

Bryant, J., & Bates, A. J. (2015). Creating a constructivist online instructional environment. 

Techtrends: Linking Research And Practice To Improve Learning, 59(2), 17-22. 

Burgoon, J. K., Bonito, J. A., Ramirez Jr., A., Dunbar, N. E., Kam, K., & Fischer, J. (2002). 

Testing the interactivity principle: Effects of mediation, propinquity, and verbal and 

nonverbal modalities in interpersonal interaction. Journal Of Communication, 52(3), 657. 



 149 

Chih-Hsiung, T., Cherng-Jyh, Y., Blocher, J. M., & Junn-Yih, C. (2012). A Study of the 

predictive relationship between online social presence and ONLE interaction. 

International Journal Of Distance Education Technologies, 10(3), 53-66. 

doi:10.4018/jdet.2012070104 

Cobb, S. C. (2009). Social presence and online learning: A current view from a research 

perspective. Journal Of Interactive Online Learning, 8(3), 241-254. 

Comeaux, P., & McKenna-Byington, E. (2003). Computer-mediated communication in online 

and conventional classrooms: some implications for instructional design and professional 

development programmes. Innovations In Education & Teaching International, 40(4), 

348-355. doi:10.1080/1470329032000128387 

Coskun, A., & Arslan, A. (2014). Moodling English language education. Education, 134(3), 275-

281. 

Creswell, J. (2014). Research Design: Qualitative, quantitative, mixed methods approaches. 

Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

Dahlstrom, E., Brooks, D. C., & Bichsel, J. (2014). The current ecosystem of learning 

management systems in higher education: Student, faculty, and IT perspectives. Research 

Report. Louisville, CO:ECAR, September 2014. Available from 

http://www.educause.edu/ecar. 

Dewey, J. (1913). Interest and effort in education. Cambridge, MA: The Riverside Press. 

Díaz, S. R., Swan, K., Ice, P., & Kupczynski, L. (2010). Student ratings of the importance of 

survey items, multiplicative factor analysis, and the validity of the community of inquiry 

survey. Internet & Higher Education, 13(1/2), 22-30. doi:10.1016/j.iheduc.2009.11.004 



 150 

Dow, J. D., (2008). Implications of social presence for online learning: A case study of MLS 

students. Journal of Education for Library and Information Science, 49(4), 231-242.  

Edwards, C., Stoll, B., Faculak, N., & Karman, S. (2015). Social presence on LinkedIn: 

Perceived credibility and interpersonal attractiveness based on user profile picture. 

Online Journal Of Communication & Media Technologies, 5(4), 102-115. 

Eun, B. (2010). From learning to development: A sociocultural approach to instruction. 

Cambridge Journal Of Education, 40(4), 401-418. doi:10.1080/0305764X.2010.526593 

Freiberg, H. J., & Lamb, S. M. (2009). Dimensions of person-centered classroom management. 

Theory Into Practice, 48(2), 99-105. doi:10.1080/00405840902776228 

Garrison, R. (2009). Implications of online learning for the conceptual development and practice 

of distance education. Journal Of Distance Education, 23(2), 93-103. 

Garrison, D. R. (2007). Online community of inquiry review: Social, cognitive, and teaching 

presence issues. Journal Of Asynchronous Learning Networks, 11(1), 61-72. 

Garrison, D. R., & Akyol, Z. (2009). Role of instructional technology in the transformation of 

higher education. Journal Of Computing In Higher Education, 21(1), 19-30. 

Garrison, D. R., Anderson, T., & Archer, W. (2000). Critical inquiry in a text-based 

environment: Computer conferencing in higher education. The Internet and Higher 

Education, 2(2-3), 87-105 

Garrison, D. R., & Arbaugh, J. (2007). Researching the community of inquiry framework: 

Review, issues, and future directions. Internet & Higher Education, 10(3), 157-172. 

doi:10.1016/j.iheduc.2007.04.001 



 151 

Garrison, D., Cleveland-Innes, M., & Fung, T. S. (2010). Exploring causal relationships among 

teaching, cognitive and social presence: Student perceptions of the community of inquiry 

framework. Internet & Higher Education, 13(1/2), 31-36. 

doi:10.1016/j.iheduc.2009.10.002 

Glazer, H. R., & Wanstreet, C. E. (2011). Connection to the academic community: Perceptions 

of students in online education. Quarterly Review Of Distance Education, 12(1), 55-62. 

Gunawardena, C. N., & Zittle, F. J. (1997). Social presence as a predictor of satisfaction within a 

computer-mediated conferencing environment. American Journal Of Distance Education, 

11(3), 8-26. 

Heidegger, M. (1977). The question concerning technology. And other essays. New York, NY: 

Garland Publishing, Inc.  

Homer, B. D., Plass, J. L., & Blake, L. (2008). The effects of video on cognitive load and social 

presence in multimedia-learning. Computers In Human Behavior, 24(3), 786-797. 

doi:10.1016/j.chb.2007.02.009 

Kehrwald, B. (2008). Understanding social presence in text-based online learning environments. 

Distance Education, 29(1), 89-106. doi:10.1080/01587910802004860 

Kelly, S., & Claus, C. J. (2015). Practicing nonverbal awareness in the asynchronous online 

classroom. Communication Teacher, 29(1), 37-41. 

Kim, Y., Glassman, M., & Williams, M. S. (2015). Connecting agents: Engagement and 

motivation in online collaboration. Computers In Human Behavior, 49333-342. 

doi:10.1016/j.chb.2015.03.015 



 152 

Kim, J., Kwon, Y., & Cho, D. (2011). Investigating factors that influence social presence and 

learning outcomes in distance higher education. Computers & Education, 57(2), 1512-

1520. doi:10.1016/j.compedu.2011.02.005 

Knapp, M. L., & Hall, J. A. (2013). Nonverbal Communication. Boston: De Gruyter Mouton. 

Ko, C. (2012). A case study of language learners’ social presence in synchronous CMC. Recall, 

24(2), 66-84. doi:10.1017/S0958344011000292 

Krohn, F. B. (2004). A generational approach to using emoticons as nonverbal communication. 

Journal Of Technical Writing & Communication, 34(4), 321-328. 

Lee, S. (2013). The relationship between higher order thinking skills, cognitive density, and 

social presence in online learning. Internet and Higher Education. (21), 42-52. 

Library Media Specialist, Education Technology Integrator Dual Certification. (n.d.). in 

Plymouth State University. Retrieved January 20, 2016, from 

https://www.plymouth.edu/graduate/academics/degrees/masters/med/library-

media/library-media-specialist-education-technology-integrator-dual-certification/ 

Moodle. (2016). A free, open source course management system for online learning. Retrieved 

from http://www.moodle.org 

Moore, R. (2014). Importance of developing community in distance education courses. 

Techtrends: Linking Research & Practice To Improve Learning, 58(2), 20-24. 

doi:10.1007/s11528-014-0733-x 

Munoz, L. R., Pellegrini-Lafont, C., & Cramer, E. (2014). Using social media in teacher 

preparation programs: Twitter as a means to create social presence. Penn GSE 

Perspectives On Urban Education, 11(2), 57-69. 



 153 

Olmos, S., Mena, J., Torrecilla, E., & Iglesias, A. (2015). Improving graduate students' learning 

through the use of moodle. Educational Research And Reviews, 10(5), 604-614. 

Online discussion strategies that create community. (2015). Teaching Professor, 29(1), 5.  

Pektas, S. T., & Bilkent, H. (2011). Experiences with moodle as a communication tool for design 

teamwork: A users’ perspective. Metu Journal of the Faculty of Architecture, 28 (2), 227-

241. doi: 10.4305/METU.JFA.2011.2.12 

Plante, K., & Asselin, M. E. (2014). Best practices for creating social presence and caring 

behaviors online. Nursing Education Perspectives, 35(4), 219-223. doi:10.5480/13-

1094.1 

Poelmans, S., & Wessa, P. (2015). A Constructivist approach in a blended e-learning 

environment for statistics. Interactive Learning Environments, 23(3), 385-401. 

Provine, R. R., Spencer, R. J., & Mandell, D. L. (2007). Emotional expression online emoticons 

punctuate website text messages. Journal Of Language & Social Psychology, 26(3), 299-

307. doi:10.1177/0261927X06303481 

Redmond, P., & Lock, J. V. (2006). A flexible framework for online collaborative learning. 

Internet & Higher Education, 9(4), 267-276. doi:10.1016/j.iheduc.2006.08.003 

Reio, T. G., & Crim, S. J. (2013). Social presence and student satisfaction as predictors of online 

enrollment intent. American Journal Of Distance Education, 27(2), 122-133. 

doi:10.1080/08923647.2013.775801 

Rovai, A. P. (2007). Facilitating online discussions effectively. Internet & Higher Education, 

10(1), 77-88. doi:10.1016/j.iheduc.2006.10.001 

Saldana, J. (2009). The coding manual for qualitative researchers. London: Sage Publications. 

ISBN 978-1-84787-548-8 



 154 

Sikka, T. (2011). Technology, communication, and society: From Heidegger and Habermas, to 

Feenberg. The Review of Communication. 11(2), 93-106.  

Skovholt, K., Grønning, A., & Kankaanranta, A. (2014). The communicative functions of 

emoticons in workplace e-mails: :-). Journal Of Computer-Mediated Communication, 

19(4), 780-797. doi:10.1111/jcc4.12063 

So, H., & Brush, T. A. (2008). Student perceptions of collaborative learning, social presence and 

satisfaction in a blended learning environment: Relationships and critical factors. 

Computers & Education, 51(1), 318-336. doi:10.1016/j.compedu.2007.05.009 

Sung, E., & Mayer, R. E. (2012). Five facets of social presence in online distance education. 

Computers In Human Behavior, 28(5), 1738-1747. doi:10.1016/j.chb.2012.04.014 

Terblanché, E. (2015). Deciding to teach online: Communication, opportunities and challenges 

for educators in distance education. Communicatio: South African Journal For 

Communication Theory & Research, 41(4), 543-563. 

doi:10.1080/02500167.2015.1115416 

Tirado, R., Hernando, Á., & Aguaded, J. I. (2015). The effect of centralization and cohesion on 

the social construction of knowledge in discussion forums. Interactive Learning 

Environments, 23(3), 293-316. 

Tu, C. (2001). How chinese perceive social presence: An examination of interaction in online 

learning environment. Educational Media International, 38(1), 45-60. 

Tu, C., & McIsaac, M. (2002). The relationship of social presence and interaction in online 

classes. American Journal Of Distance Education, 16(3), 131. 



 155 

Tu, C., & Yen, C. (2008). Online social presence. A study of score validity of the computer-

mediated communication questionnaire. The Quarterly Review of Distance Education, 

9(3), 297-310. 

Vygotsky. L. V. (1997). Educational psychology. (R. Silverman, Trans.) Boca Raton, FL: St. 

Lucie Press. (Original work published in 1926). 

Wu, D., Bieber, M., & Hiltz, S. R. (2008). Engaging students with constructivist participatory 

examinations in asynchronous learning networks. Journal Of Information Systems 

Education, 19(3), 321-330. 

Wyss, V., Freedman, D., & Siebert, C. (2014). The development of a discussion rubric for online 

courses: Standardizing expectations of graduate students in online scholarly discussions. 

Techtrends: Linking Research & Practice To Improve Learning, 58(2), 99-107. 

doi:10.1007/s11528-014-0741-x 

Zhan, Z., & Mei, H. (2013). Academic self-concept and social presence in face-to-face and 

online learning: Perceptions and effects on students' learning achievement and 

satisfaction across environments. Computers & Education, 69131-138. 

doi:10.1016/j.compedu.2013.07.002 

Zhou, Z., Su, C., Zhou, N., & Zhang, N. (2016). Becoming friends in online brand communities: 

Evidence from China. Journal Of Computer-Mediated Communication, 21(1), 69-86. 

doi:10.1111/jcc4.12147 

Zimmerman, B. J., & Schunk, D. H. (Eds.). (2003). Educational psychology: A century of 

contributions. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum. 

 

  



 156 

Appendix A - Professional Requirements 

ASSESSMENT OF CANDIDATE’S STRENGTHS AND PROFESSIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT NEEDS 

For 
Education Technology Integrator 

 
Ed 507.22 Education Technology Integrator. The following requirements shall apply to the 
certification of an Education Technology Integrator:  
COMPETENCY 
(a) To be certified as an Education Technology Integrator, the candidate shall have:  

(1) At least a bachelors degree; and  
(2) Qualify for certification under one of the alternatives in Ed 505.01 – Ed 

505.05; and 
(b) The candidate shall have the following skills, competencies, and knowledge, gained 

through a combination of academic and supervised field-based experience in the 
following areas:  
(1) In the area of learning experiences and assessments, the ability to:  

a. Design and implement digitally-based learning experiences with 
multiple and varied formative and summative assessments; 

b. Manage digital portfolio processes and procedures as specified in 
Minimum Standards For School Approval, Ed 306.42, Information 
and Communication Technologies Programs; 

c. Collaborate with other educators within the school and district to 
incorporate contemporary digital tools and resources to maximize 
content learning in context; and 

d. Model the use of adaptive technologies and other digital resources to 
personalize and differentiate learning activities for every student. 

(2) In the area of facilitating and inspiring student learning and creativity, the ability 
to:  
a. Use knowledge of digital tools and technology applications to 

facilitate experiences that advance student learning, creativity, and 
innovation in both face-to-face and virtual environments; 

b. Collaborate with other educators within the school and district to 
promote creative thinking and inventiveness using digital tools to 
engage students in real-world problem solving and learning; 

c. Promote student reflection using collaborative tools to reveal and 
clarify students’ conceptual understanding; and 

d. Model collaborative knowledge construction to create more engaging 
learning experiences. 

 (3) In the area of modeling digital-age work and learning, the ability to:  
a. Manage and integrate all available and emerging digital tools within 

the school community; 
b. Provide instruction in and promote the use of digital tools for teaching, 

collaboration, and communication with students, parents, peers, and 
community members; and  

c. Illustrate how state and national standards are implemented within 
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the curriculum. 
(4) In the area of digital citizenship, the ability to:  

a. Demonstrate a comprehensive understanding of safe, ethical, and 
legal practices related to digital information and technology, 
including, but not limited to respect for copyright and intellectual 
property and practices relating to the appropriate documentation of 
sources; 

b. Provide instruction and modeling to the school community regarding 
digital etiquette and responsible social interactions related to the use 
of technology and information; 

c. Promote and use digital tools and assistive technologies that provide 
equitable access for all school community members; and 

d. Facilitate access to digital-age resources which promote cross-
cultural awareness and connections. 

(5)  In the area of professional growth and leadership, the ability to:  
a. Promote and demonstrate effective use of digital tools and resources; 
b. Evaluate, adapt, and reflect on emerging tools and trends by 

participating in local and global learning communities and by 
reviewing current research and professional literature; 

c. Demonstrate the role of digital media literacy’s to best equip young 
people to succeed in a globally interconnected, multicultural world; 

d. Participate in developing policies, procedures, and budgets 
concerning digital resources; and 

e. Provide collaborative leadership, in the areas listed in (b)(1) – (b)(5) 
above, to colleagues at all position levels. 
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ASSESSMENT OF CANDIDATE’S STRENGTHS AND PROFESSIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT NEEDS 

For 
Library Media Specialist 

COMPETENCY 
Ed 507.21  Library Media Specialist.  The following requirements shall apply to the 
certification of a library media specialist in grades K-12: 
(a) To be certified as a library media specialist, the candidate shall have a bachelor’s 

degree; and 
(b) A candidate for certification as a library media specialist shall have the following 

skills, competencies, and knowledge through a combination of academic and 
supervised practical experiences in the following areas: 
(1) In the area of teaching for learning, the ability to: 

a. Demonstrate that she or he is a skilled educator who ensures that 
learners become effective and ethical users and creators of ideas 
and information, through: 
1. Applying knowledge of learners and learning, including: 

(i) Learning styles; 
(ii) Stages of human development;   
(iii) Cultural influences; and 
(iv) Physical and intellectual abilities and needs; 

2. Providing instruction in multiple literacies;  
3. Promoting inquiry-based learning; and 
4. Providing authentic learning experience; 
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  b. Design and implement instructional strategies that engage students' interests 
and develop their ability to: 
1. Inquire;  
2. Think both critically and creatively; and 
3. Ethically gain and share knowledge; 

c. Utilize the assessment of student learning to inform practice;  
d. Model, share, and promote effective principles of teaching and learning as 

collaborative partners with other educators; 
e. Collaborate with students, other educators, and administrators to efficiently 

access, interpret, and communicate information; 
f. Design and provide professional development which enables other educators 

and administrators to: 
1. Locate research-based information relevant to their professional 

practice; and 
2. Integrate best practices into their curricula; and 

g. Integrate the use of current technologies as a means for effective and creative 
teaching and to support students’ conceptual understanding, critical thinking, 
and creative processes; 

(2) In the area of literacy and reading, the ability to: 
a. a.  Demonstrate knowledge of children’s, young adult, and professional 

literature to guide and support reading for information, reading for pleasure, 
and reading for lifelong learning in multiple languages and formats such as 
but not limited to materials in print, e-book, digital, audio and braille;  

b. Use a variety of strategies to promote reading, viewing, and listening, for 
learning, personal growth, and enjoyment; 

c. Develop a collection of reading and information materials in print and digital 
formats that support the diverse developmental, cultural, social, and linguistic 
needs of the learning community; 
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  d. Collaborate with staff to design and implement authentic and engaging 
instructional strategies that reinforce reading instruction to ensure students are 
able to create meaning from text; 

e. Model personal enjoyment of reading in order to motivate lifelong reading in 
students; and 

f. Integrate the use of current technologies that support literacy and reading; 
(3) In the area of information and knowledge, the ability to: 

a. a.  Model multiple strategies for students, teachers and administrators and 
other members of the school community to locate, evaluate, and ethically use 
information;  

b. Identify physical, socioeconomic and intellectual barriers to equitable school, 
home and community access to learning resources and services; 

c. Develop and promote solutions to address barriers to equitable access to 
learning resources and services; 

d. Provide a variety of learning resources and services to support the needs of 
diverse learners; 

e. Support flexible, open access to library services, including, but not limited to 
24/7 access to online databases, library websites, and related instructional 
support resources; 

f. Model and communicate the legal and ethical principles of the profession; 
g. Demonstrate proficiency in the use of 21st century tools to continuously 

improve their professional practice; and 
h. Interpret and use a variety of data, including evidence-based action research, 

to create and share new knowledge to improve practice in school libraries; 
(4) In the area of advocacy and leadership, the ability to: 

a. Utilize evidence-based practice and research to communicate the centrality of 
the library program to a school's ability to:   
1. Meet and exceed local, state and national content standards; 
2. Improve student learning; 
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   3. Meet the challenges of the learners, the skills, and the learning 
environments of the 21st century; and 

4. Integrate the use of current technologies as a means for effective and 
creative teaching and learning; 

b. Advocate for intellectual freedom, equity of access, and privacy rights;  
c. Educate the school community on the ethical use of information and ideas; 
d. Establish connections with other libraries and strengthen cooperation among 

library colleagues for resource sharing, networking, and facilitating access to 
information; 

e. Plan for and participate in ongoing professional growth and leadership 
opportunities, informed by reflective practice; 

f. Engage in school improvement processes, such as but not limited to 
curriculum development; and 

g. Document and communicate the impact of collaborative instruction on 
student learning; and 

(5) In the area of program management and administration, the ability to: 
a. a.  Communicate and collaborate with students, staff, administrators, and 

community members to design and develop a library program that aligns 
resources and services with the school’s mission, in accordance with New 
Hampshire school approval standards Ed 306.08, instructional resources and 
Ed 306.42, information and communication technology; 

b. Manage, organize, and evaluate school library physical resources such as 
facilities, fiscal resources such as budgets, and human resources such as 
personnel, including volunteers, to enhance the use of information resources 
and services and to ensure equitable access to all resources for all users; 

c. Make use of data to evaluate and improve the school library program; 
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  d. Develop, implement, and evaluate policies and procedures consistent with: 
1. School, district, state, and national standards; 
2. Relevant laws and legislation; 
3. Privacy rights; 
4. Equity of access; and 
5. The tenets of intellectual freedom; 

e. e.  Create and implement a collection development policy that demonstrates 
knowledge of principles related to selection, acquisition, organization, 
evaluation, and reconsideration of library resources;  

f. Evaluate and select print, non-print, and digital resources using professional 
selection tools and evaluation criteria to develop a relevant, balanced collection 
designed to meet the diverse curricular, personal, and professional needs of 
students, staff, and administrators; 

g. Organize a school library collection according to current library cataloging and 
classification principles and standards; and 

h. Ensure integration of current research findings and best practices into the school 
library program by keeping up to date with local, state, and national education, 
technology, and information initiatives. 
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Appendix B - Interview Questions 

The purpose of this study is to discover strategies that can be implemented into online 

courses to foster social presence. Social presence, for the purpose of this study, is defined 

using the following two paragraphs: 

Social presence is an integral part of the theoretical framework for this study. 

Gunawardena and Zittle (1997) define social presence as “the degree to which a person is 

perceived as a ‘real person’ in mediated communication” (p. 9). Social presence refers to 

the way that a person attempts to construct his or her own judgment of another person’s 

identity while communicating from a physical distance. Individuals usually use their 

verbal cues and body language in order to determine their personalities and construct 

their own judgments of another person’s identity in a face-to-face course, but that it not 

possible in an online course. In online courses, students connect and interact from a 

physical distance. 

Garrison, Anderson, and Archer (2000) were the first to define social presence in 

online courses as “the ability of participants in a community of inquiry to project 

themselves socially and emotionally, as “real” people (I.e., their full personality), through 

the medium of communication being used” (p. 94). Students in online courses interact 

through forms of text-based communication, which are void of verbal cues and body 

language. In order for students to project themselves socially and emotionally, social 

presence is needed in an online course (Reio & Crim, 2013). 

All participants will be instructed to answer the questions only about core courses 

required for either the library media specialist certification, technology integrator 
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certification, and the dual certifications of both library media specialist and technology 

integrator (the names and descriptions of the core courses are attached). 

Interview Questions for Students: 

7. Has social presence been demonstrated in any of the online courses you have 

taken in this program? 

a. Were there any experiences that you specifically felt were effective in 

building trust (feeling comfortable)? 

b. Were there any experiences that you specifically felt were effective in 

building relationships?  

8. Which assignments or activities in your online courses created a sense of social 

presence between you and your professor? 

9. Which assignments or activities in your online courses created a sense of social 

presence between you and other students in your online course? 

10. Did any of your professors model social presence in any of your online courses? 

a. If so, how? 

11. Do you have any suggestions on how social presence can be created in an online 

course? 

12. Is there any other information you want me to know about the strategies used to 

create social presence in your online courses? 

Interview Questions for Directors: 

7. Has social presence been integrated into any of the core courses that you teach?  

a. Were there any experiences that you specifically felt were effective in 

building trust amongst the participants?  
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b. Were there any experiences that you specifically felt were effective in 

building relationships amongst the participants?  

8. Which assignments or activities in your online course created a sense of social 

presence between you and your students? 

9. Which assignments or activities in your online course created a sense of social 

presence between your students and each other?  

10. Did you model social presence in any of your courses? 

a. If so, how? 

11. What do you believe was the most effective way for you to develop social 

presence in your course? 

12. Is there any other information you want me to know about the strategies used to 

create social presence in your online courses? 
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Appendix C – Permission to use Survey 

Dear Kiley, 

You have my permission to adapt the Social Presence scale. 

Good luck on your study. 

Lani 

Charlotte Nirmalani (Lani) Gunawardena, Ph.D., Distinguished Professor 

Organization, Information, & Learning Sciences Program, 

College of University Libraries and Learning Sciences, 

MSC 05 3020, 1 University of New Mexico, Albuquerque, NM 87131-0001, USA 
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Appendix D – Consent Form 
 

INVESTIGATOR(S) NAME:   Kiley Kapp 

 

STUDY TITLE: Which strategies can be implemented into an online course in order for 

students to feel social presence with both their instructor and their fellow classmates? 

 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

The purpose of this study is to determine strategies that can be implemented into an online 

course in order to foster social presence between the student and instructor and the student 

and other students. 

 

I am being asked to be a participant in the study because I have taken some of the courses 

required for the library media specialist certification program, the technology education 

integrator certification, or the dual certification for library media specialist and 

technology integrator program at Plymouth State University, and I have the information 

needed for this study.  

 

DESCRIPTION OF THE STUDY 

The participants will be interviewed with open-ended questions to determine which 

strategies in their online courses fostered social presence between the professor and the 

students and amongst the students and each other.  

Interview participants will spend 45-60 minutes answering open-ended questions. The 

identities of the interview participants will be kept confidential, and any identifiable 

information linking participants to the interviews will be stored securely.  

There are no anticipated costs associated with being in this study. 

 

RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS  

As a participant in this study, I will not experience any discomforts associated with this 

study. 

 

BENEFITS  
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There are no immediate, direct benefits of participating in this study. However, the 

information gathered from the participants may be of value to future students enrolling in 

the library media specialist certification program, the technology education integrator 

certification, or the dual certification for library media specialist and technology 

integrator program at Plymouth State University. The strategies for implementing social 

presence into online courses could be used for designing future courses. 

 

It is anticipated that study results will be important to any instructors of online courses 

looking to build an online course that supports a feeling of social presence. The study 

would give instructors ideas on how to implement strategies that foster social presence 

into online courses. 

 

ALTERNATIVE PROCEDURES 

 There are no alternatives to participate in the study.   

 

CONFIDENTIALITY 

All documents and information pertaining to this research study will be kept confidential in 

accordance with all applicable federal, state, and local laws and regulations. I understand 

that data generated by the study may be reviewed by Plymouth State University's 

Institutional Review Board, which is the committee responsible for ensuring my welfare and 

rights as a research participant, to assure proper conduct of the study and compliance with 

university regulations.  If any presentations or publication result from this research, I will 

not be identified by name.   

 

The information collected during my participation in this study will be kept: 

All data will be maintained in a password-protected folder on Google Drive. The data will 

be kept up to five years after the study is complete. 

My confidentiality will be also protected by:  

Participants’ confidentiality will be protected, and no names or identifiable information will 

be in the study.  
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TERMINATION OF PARTICIPATION  

I may choose to withdraw from this study at any time and for any reason. If I choose to drop 

out of the study, I will contact the investigator and my research records will be destroyed. If 

this is an anonymous survey, research records cannot be destroyed following submission of 

the survey. 

 

The principal investigator will terminate the participation of the subject if requested by the 

participant.  

 

COMPENSATION 

I will not receive payment for being in this study. Participation in this study is strictly 

voluntary. There will be no cost to me for participating in this research, and there will be no 

compensation for participating in this research study. 

 

INJURY COMPENSATION 

Neither Plymouth State University nor any government or other agency funding this 

research project will provide special services, free care, or compensation for any injuries 

resulting from this research. I understand that treatment for such injuries will be at my 

expense and/or paid through my medical plan. 

 

QUESTIONS  

All of my questions have been answered to my satisfaction and if I have further questions 

about this study, I may contact Kiley Kapp, at 603-236-6684 or 

krkapp@mail.plymouth.edu. If I have any questions about the rights of research 

participants, I may call the Chairperson of the Plymouth State University’s Institutional 

Review Board at 603-535-3221 (Valid until July 31, 2018). 

 

VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION 

I understand that my participation in this study is entirely voluntary, and that refusal to 

participate will involve no penalty or loss of benefits to me.  I am free to withdraw or refuse 
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consent, or to discontinue my participation in this study at anytime without penalty or 

consequence.  

 

I voluntarily give my consent to participate in this research study. I understand that I will be 

given a copy of this consent form. In addition, I understand that this interview will be 

recorded, and my signature below indicates my agreement to the recording of the 

interview.  

 
Signatures: 
 
________________________ 
Participant’s Name (Print)     
     
________________________    ____________ 
Participant’s Signature     Date 
 
I, the undersigned, certify that to the best of my knowledge, the subject signing this consent 

form has had the study fully and carefully explained by me and have been given an 

opportunity to ask any questions regarding the nature, risks, and benefits of participation in 

this research study.  

 
Kiley Kapp 
Investigator’s Name (Print)    
      
________________________    _____________ 
Investigator’s Signature     Date 

 

Plymouth State University’s IRB has approved the solicitation of participants for the study 

until Leave blank, a date will be assigned.one year from IRB approval. 
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Appendix E – Checklist  

Themes Observed  

Introductions  

Discussion Forums  

Collaboration  

Videos  

Summarizing Discussion Postings  

Professor Presence  

Respond to Students Promptly  

Specific Feedback  

Question Area  

Professors Model Expectations  
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