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Abstract

Students’ Perceptions and Performance in Online Learning: An Examination of
the Community of Inquiry Model

Ming Fai CHOI

The Community of Inquiry model (Garrison, Anderson & Archer 2000) argues that
learning through online conferencing occurs within an online community through the
interaction of cognitive, social, and teaching presences. The model 1s considered
“noteworthy” in the recent development of theory in distance education (Gibson 2003:
156) but empirical studies investigating the influence of the three presences are rare.
The main purpose of the study is to examine and evaluate the explanatory power of the
Community of Inquiry model and explore the interrelationship of the various presences.
The objects of the study were students in the Open University of Hong Kong (OUHK)

and students’ perception in the use of online conferencing in the OUHK was also
investigated.

Data were collected from an online survey. Questionnaire items were constructed
based on modification of the content analysis frameworks by Garrison and Anderson
(2003), and the reliability and validity of the scales were verified in a pilot study.
Students from 34 courses in the OUHK were invited to participate in the main survey
and there were 162 valid respondents.

Correlations and ANOVA indicate that the three presences of the model are positively
correlated to students’ satisfaction and perceived attainment, but not to students’
participation in the online conference. The postulation suggested by Garrison et al.
(2000) that teaching presence and social presence both support cognitive presence is
also supported by a series of multiple regression analyses. The use and students’
perception of online conferencing in the OUHK were also reviewed. The general
participation rate of the conference was low and students were expecting more active

participation from their tutors and fellows. Recommendations for better utilizing the
online conference in the OUHK are then proposed.

The result of this empirical study of the Community of Inquiry model in Hong Kong
confirmed the explanatory power of the model and the interrelation of the three
presences. The new instrument developed in this study can also facilitate more
sophisticated studies in the future.
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Chapter 1 - Introduction to the study

1.1 Introduction and Background

Owing to the very nature of distance education, students and their teachers in distance
learning programmes are normally geographically separated, and direct interaction
between them is restricted. To remedy the shortfall, various media of teaching and
learning have been employed in distance learning courses. From the earliest
correspondence learning packages to the recent online learning via computer-networks,

distance-learning educationists have endeavoured to enhance interactions between

students and their teachers.

Text-based computer-mediated communication (CMC), such as email and online
conferencing, is widely accepted as an effective medium to enhance interaction in the
learning process. As the computer network becomes popular, more and more distance
learning courses provide online support and make CMC one of the major
communication channels. Even teachers in conventional universities and schools begin
to adopt CMC to facilitate teaching and learning process. However, as Mclsaac and
Gunawardena (1996) point out, there has been a considerable growth in distance

education, but “literature in the field reveals a conceptually fragmented framework

lacking in both theoretical foundation and programmatic research” (p.404) (see also

Keegan 1993, Chen 1997, and Garrison 2000).

Since there was no single guiding theory in the field, a major portion of the researches
in distance education could only concentrate on evaluations of distance learning
programmes, or particular teaching media. For the new communication media of
computer conferencing or online conferencing, most of the research focused on users’

perceptions of the new mode of learning, rather than the effect on learning (Shin &

Chan 2004). Individual empirical studies were engaged in the investigation of how




learners benefited from the online mode of learning, but most of them focused only on

one or two specific aspects (e.g. Jiang & Ting 1999; Arbaugh 2000a, 2000b, 2001;
Fung 2000; Eom, Ketcherside, Rogers & Starrett 2005), and failed to give a more

holistic picture of the teaching and learning process.

Nevertheless, some recent researchers have begun to adapt theories of presence 1n
studying online conferencing. Based on communication theories, notions such as social
presence, mediated presence, and transactional presence are introduced to account for
the learning through online conferencing (Gunawardena & Zittle 1997; Tu, 2000; Shin

2001, 2002; Richardson & Swan 2003; Russo & Campbell 2004).

Employing the notion of presence, Garrison, Anderson and Archer (2000) attempt to
introduce a new model to encompass the major elements that influence learning via
online conferencing. Their “Community of Inquiry” model argues that learning
through online conferencing occurs within an online community through the
interaction of three core elements, i.e., cognitive presence, social presence, and
teaching presence. Cognitive presence is “the extent to which the participants in any
particular configuration of a community of inquiry are able to construct meaning
through sustained communication” (Garrison et al. 2000:89). Social presence is
defined as “the ability of participants in the community of inquiry to project their
personal characteristics into the community, thereby presenting themselves to the other
participants as ‘real people’ ” (Garrison et al. 2000:89). Teaching presence consists of
two general functions, which are performed mainly by teachers. The first function is
the “design of educational experience”, which includes the “selection, organization,
and primary presentation of course content”, and “the design and development of
learning activities and assessment.” The second function is ‘facilitation”. Teaching

presence 1s “a means to an end—to support and enhance social and cognitive presence

for the purpose of realizing educational outcomes” (Garrison et al. 2000:90).
2



Garrison and his colleagues, adopting their Community of Inquiry model, have also
identified the indicators corresponding to different presences in online conferences.
They then conduct a series of content-analysis studies on conference messages, in
order to look for postings and segments of postings which show these three types of
presences (Garrison et al. 2000, Rourke, Anderson, Garrison & Archer 2001a,

Anderson, Rourke, Garrison & Archer 2001, Garrison, Anderson & Archer 2001).
1.2 Statement of the problem

Community of inquiry is a new model being established to characterize the teaching
and learning in the setting of text-based online conferencing, and dozens of studies
have been conducted concentrating on one of the three presences in the model.
Although it is considered to be a promising endeavour in the field (Gibson 2003),
empirical studies other than content analysis are not common and the influence of the
three presences on students’ learning has not been fully investigated. If social,
cognitive and teaching presences are the three core elements that determine students’

learning, they should have significant influences on students’ performance and

satisfaction towards the conferencing. However, most of the previous studies were

content analyses of conference messages, and they focused on one particular presence.

The effect of the entire model on students’ learning has not been much revealed.

The present empirical study is an exploration of the explanatory power of the
Community of Inquiry model on the use of online conferencing in distance learning
courses. It aims to explore if the Community of Inquiry model is an effective model to

help understanding students’ performance and satisfaction in an online conference.

The interrelationship among the three presences is another issue of interest. In the

Community of Inquiry model, the three presences are considered the “elements
essential to educational transaction™ (Garrison et al. 2001:87). There are claims that

3



teaching presence supports and enhances social and cognitive presence, while social
presence also functions as a support for cognitive and teaching presence (Gartrison et al.
2000, Garrison & Anderson 2003). However, the relationship among the three

presences has not been clearly presented, nor investigated empirically. The present

study is also designed to shed light on this issue.

1.3 Purpose of the study

All the pioneer studies establishing the Community of Inquiry model are content
analysis studies (Rourke et al. 2001a, Anderson et al. 2001, Garrison et al. 2001), in
which only one particular presence in one particular course is investigated. These
studies analyze the discourses of conference in detail, and i1dentify the features of
various presences in the messages, but the relation of these presences and students’
learning has not been fully examined. Furthermore, single-case content analysis of one
particular presence cannot provide much information on the explanatory power of the
Community of Inquiry model on the learning through text-based online conferencing,

nor on the inter-relationship among the three presences.

Based on the aforementioned content analysis studies by Garrison and Anderson (2003)
and others, the present study is designed to further investigate the explanatory power of
the model. To be exact, the present study examines if students’ participation,

attainment and satisfaction in an online conference are associated with the three types
of presence. The interrelationship between the three types of presence is also

investigated, so as to clarify the structure of the Community of Inquiry model.

Subjects for the study are students enrolled in courses with online support in the Open
University of Hong Kong (OUHK). The OUHK is the only distance-learning tertiary
Institution in Hong Kong, providing distance learning programmes mainly for working

adults. The present researcher is working there as a course designer, being responsible

4



for development of distance learning materials and online support. An online learning
platform has been provided in the OUHK for some years, but in-depth investigation on
students’ use and perceptions of online conference has not been done. Therefore, the
present study is also employed to explore the utilization of this communication tool

among students in the OUHK.

To conclude, the purpose of the present study is to shed light on the theorizing of
learning through online conferencing, evaluate the use of online conference in the

OUHK, and provide practical recommendations for teachers and instructional

designers of online learning.

1.4 Research questions

In order to explore the use of online conferencing in the OUHK, to examine the

explanatory power of the Community of Inquiry model, and clarify the
interrelationship among different presences, the following three research questions are

to be addressed;

1. How is the online conference used and perceived as a learning tool of distance

learning courses among students in the OUHK?

2. Can the “Community of Inquiry” model, in which the three types of “presences”

are independent variables, help us to understand students’ performance and

satisfaction in online conferences?

3. What are the statistical correlations between teaching presence, cognitive

presence and social presence in the “Community of Inquiry” model?

1.5 Significance of the study

Since the emergence of distance education more than a hundred years ago, scholars

and educationists have been working on the development of new models for this
3



ever-changing mode of learning. Different models and theories have been proposed
and most of them focused on a particular dimension in the process of teaching and
learning, especially the media or technologies adopted. The present study focuses on
the Community of Inquiry model (Garrison et al. 2000, 2001, Garrison & Anderson
2003), which 1s a new model of learning through text-based online conferencing. The
model is considered “noteworthy” in the recent development of theory in distance
education (Gibson 2003: 156). Empirical investigation and testing of this model is

therefore very important, before it can be confidently and practically applied.

With respect to theory generation, the present study evaluates the explanatory power of

the Community of Inquiry model in online learning. In the previous studies (Rourke et

al. 2001a, Anderson et al. 2001, Garrison et al. 2001, etc.), emphasis has been put on
the content analysis of various “presences” in conference messages. However, owing
to practical difficulties and limitation of resources, most of the studies were single-case
studies, and generalisation of findings could not be made. The present study 1s going to
establish a tool and investigate various “presences” in online conferences, which
enable a relatively large-scale study to explore the correlations between various
presences and students’ participation, attainment, and satisfaction. It is anticipated that

the present study can have some contribution in the process of development of the new

model of distance education.

Practically, the study may provide useful recommendations and strategies for
enhancing online text-based asynchronous conferencing. Moderators and instructional
designers may get insights on how to utilize the new medium of learning, facilitate
their students to have more participation in their online communication, and promote
high order cntical thinking in the learning process. Moreover, the present study would

be the first one in the OUHK, and probably also the first one in Hong Kong, adopting

the Community of Inquiry model in studying online conferencing. The findings would
6



be valuable for exploring students’ view of using online conferencing in their learning,

and it can improve the delivery mode of online courses in the OUHK.

1.6 Overview

Apart from the introduction, the dissertation is divided into four chapters. The second
chapter provides a literature review of the present study, which sketches the emergence
of online conferencing in the distance mode of teaching learning and reviews the major
instructional theories of online learning. The Community of Inquiry model suggested
by Garrison and his colleagues is also discussed in more detail. As the present study is
to investigate if students’ participation, satisfaction, and attainment in online
conferencing are associated with the various presences in the Community of Inquiry

model, previous studies concerning these criterion variables are aiso reviewed.

The third chapter discusses the methodology issues. The research design of the study,

instruments involved, sampling, pilot study, data collection and analysis are discussed

in detail.

The fourth chapter is a presentation of the research findings, and the answers to the

research questions are also discussed. The final chapter discusses the implications for
teaching and learning through online conferencing. Recommendations for tutors,

instructional designers and pedagogical arrangements are proposed. Lastly, suggestions

for further research are also provided.



Chapter 2 - Review of related literature

2.1 Online conferencing in distance learning

Online conferencing has been widely adopted in distance learning programmes since
1990s, which signifies a new generation of distance education (Moore & Kearsley
1996, 2005; Garrison 1989). And now, it is not only popular in distance learning
settings, but also commonly adopted in conventional institutions of higher education.
As the focus of the present study is on online distance learning, the first part of this
chapter critically reviews the development of distance education in the past century,
highlighting the value of this new medium of learning in the inherently restricted way
of learning. Then, there is a brief description of how online conferencing is being

applied in distance learning programmes in various institutions.

In the second section of this chapter, a critical review of various instructional theories
of online conferencing is presented. The emergence and strength of the Community of
Inquiry model is discussed in detail. The last section of this chapter is devoted to
reviewing the literature on the factors influencing students’ performance and

satisfaction in online conferencing, which are the major criterion variables in the

present study.

2.1.1 Emerging of new media in distance education

There are different ways of defining the notion of distance education, but the basic and
core feature of it 1s that “the student and instructor are separated by time and space”

(Mclsaac & Gunawardena 1996). Moore and Kearsley (1996) try to define distance

education in the following frequently quoted paragraph:

“Distance education is planned learning that normally occurs in a different place

from teaching and as a result requires special techniques of course design, special
instructional techniques, special methods of communication by electronic and
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other technology, as well as special organizational and administrative
arrangements” (p.2).

In their definition, Moore and Kearsley (1996, 2005) thus identify the geographic
separation of learner and teacher as the key characteristic of distance education, and all
the other listed features are in fact remedies of the separation. Course design,
instructional techniques, methods of communication, and organizational and
administrative arrangement are employed to enhance effective learning, in spite of the
separation of learners and teachers. Among all those features, communication
technologies are always the focus of attention. This can be supported by the fact that
most of the scholars, when analyzing the development of distance education, identify
stages or generations according to the evolution of technology (Garrison 1989, Taylor
1995, 2001 Moore & Kearsley 1996, 2005, and Raymond 2000). Print-based study
materials, radio and video broadcast, audio and video cassettes/disks, satellite TV,
teleconferencing, computer aided learning packages, world wide web, email, and
online conferencing are the media which have been employed all over the years, in

order to “provide the student at a distance a richer learning experience and a feeling of

connectedness to the education enterprise and instructors” (Shearer 2003:275-270).

All these communication channels or technologies perform two basic functions, i.e., to
deliver information to learners, and provide channel for interaction, in spite of the
separation of learners and teachers in time and space. One of the greatest
improvements made in recent years is the use of multi- and hyper-media materials,
which are more effective than traditional text-based materials on paper in presenting
information and retain memory (Gerlic & Jausovec 1999). Another improvement is
that the latest channels of communication “allow distance education programmes to
provide specialized courses for students in remote geographic areas with increasing

Interactivity between student and teacher” (Mclsaac & Gunawardena 1996: 403).



2.1.1.1 Generations of distance education

In order to illustrate the development of distance education, scholars try to identify
different generations of distance education over the century. A recent and
representative model by Taylor (2001) suggests that there have been 5 generations of

distance education. The 5-generation model shows clearly that the development of

distance education 1s in fact parallel to the advancement of technologies (see Table

2.1).

Besides 1dentifying the media adopted in different generations of distance education,
Taylor’s (2001) conceptual framework also highlights the ‘“characteristics” of the
delivery technologies, namely, flexibility, interactivity, refinement, and costing.
Flexibility and interactivity are always the major concerns of distance learning (Moore
& Kearsley 1996), and they are closely related to the three instructional design factors
of distance education suggested by Shearer (2003), namely, access, leamer autonomy,
and interaction. The development of distance-learning technologies can then be seen as
the advancement in the three instructional factors. The next two sections briefly reveal

how the latest online learning technologies support a flexible and interactive mode of
learning. Special attention is placed on how the use of online conference enhances the

Interactivity of distance learning.
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Table 2.1 Models of Distance Education: A Conceptual Framework (Taylor 2001)

Characteristics of Delivery Technologies

Flexibility

Models of Distance Education and

Institutional

Associated Delivery Technologies Highly Advanced variable costs
refined interactive approachin
materials delivery PP e

Zero

First Generation -
The Correspondence Model
e Prnnt Yes Yes Yes Yes No No

Second Generation -
The Multi-media Model

e Print No No

® Audiotape No No

¢ Videotape No No

¢ Computer-based learning (eg Yes No
CML/CAL/IMM)
Interactive video (disk and tape) Yes No

Third Generation -

The Telelearning Model

¢ Audioteleconferencing No No No No Yes No

® Videoconferencing No No No No Yes No

¢  Audiographic Communication No No No Yes Yes No

e Broadcast TV/Radio and No No No Yes Yes No
Audioteleconferencing

Fourth Generation -

The Flexible Learning Model

¢ Interactive multimedia (IMM) Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
online

e Internet-based access to WWW Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
resources

e  Computer mediated Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No
communication

Fifth Generation -

The Intelligent Flexible Learning

Model |

¢ Interactive multimedia (IMM) Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
online

o Internet-based access to WWW Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
resources

e  Computer mediated Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
communication, using automated
response systems.

e Campus portal access to Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

institutional processes and
resources
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2.1.1.2 Enhancement of access and learner autonomy

The 1ssue of access in distance education is primarily related to the geographic
separation of the learner and instructor, where conventional face-to-face teaching is not
feasible. However, barriers to access in education can also be caused by other factors,
such as gender or cultural differences, financial resources, and so on (Shearer 2003),

though these are not the focus of the present study.

The emergence of correspondence education a century ago enabled learners far from
their instructors (or school) to access structured learning programme. The later
development of technology, like audio and video cassettes/broadcasting,

teleconferencing and online learning, enormously enriched the learning experience in

terms of the media involved.

The 1dea of learner autonomy in distance learning was firstly introduced by Moore in
1972, and 1s referred to as the capacity the learners have in making decisions regarding
their own learning (Moore & Kearsley 1996). Similarly, Shearer (2003) defines learner
autonomy (or learner control) as “the amount of control the learner has over his or her
learning situation” (p.276). In a distance-learning course, learner autonomy means the
flexibility of time, space, and pace of study (Mishra 2002). Learner autonomy in

different generations of distance education is also shown in Table 2.1.

It can be seen that in the first two generations of distance education, students could
have greater learner autonomy, but very little, if any, feedback from their instructor, as
the communication channels were for one-way delivery of information. In the third
generation, all media support two-way synchronous communication. With the aid of
satellite TV or audio conferencing, students can attend a lecture miles away from their
Instructor. Students can also raise questions, and the instructor can provide immediate

feedback in spite of their geographical distance. However, learners become very
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limited in their autonomy or control, since have to attend classes following a specific

timetable. Moreover, the facilities required for teleconferencing are not common in a

household setting.

In the fourth generation, where computer mediated communication (CMC) 1s
employed, learners can have greater autonomy while two-way communication can be
maintained in an asynchronous manner. Learners are no longer bounded by ngid

teaching schedule, and at the same time, enjoy a high level of interaction between

instructor and learners.
2.1.1.3 Enhancement in Interaction

Interaction in the learning process is a recurring theme in educational research. Studies
of traditional classrooms have shown a connection between classroom interaction and
students’ learning and attitude. Bloom (1981) states that it is evident that “interaction
between teachers and students in the classroom is the major factor in accounting for the
cognitive learning of students, their interest in school subjects and learning, and their
confidence in their own capabilities” (p. vi). This is also supported by Vygotsky'’s
(1978) work, in which “social interaction is essential for cognitive development”

(Ormrod 2000: 56). Even in behaviourism, the benefit of interaction can be explained

by stimulus and response (Yacci 2000). Garrison and Shale (1990) state that all forms

of education, delivered face-to-face or at a distance, are essentially interactions

between content, students, and teachers.

Liaw and Huang (2000), make it even more explicit, and claim that “it can be assumed
that the more nteractions that occur between learners and instructors or among
learners, the more learners are able to learn and to develop knowledge through

self-discovery and personal insight” (p.44).
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Successful distance learning, just like learning in a face-to-face setting, must have
interaction between students and teachers. Berge (1999) argues that education, whether

at a distance or not, is dependent upon two-way communication. Kruh and Murphy

(1990) also suggest that quality distance education depends on the interaction and

participation of the learners, just like that in traditional face-to-face instruction.

Kruh and Murphy (1990) also state explicitly that it 1s important that the distance
educators purposefully design the interaction and incorporate 1t into the instructional
program. Distance education in the earlier generations was very flexible, but very
limited 1n interactivity. It is the task of developers and instructional designers of
distance learning materials to make sure that the study materials are interactive, apart
from many other features of good distance learning materials. Interaction, therefore, 1s

always a key issue in distance education (MclIsaac & Gunawardena 1996, Moore &

Kearsley 1996, Kearley 2000).

To further examine the nature of interaction, Moore (1989) introduces three types of
interaction, namely, learner-content interaction, learner-instructor interaction, and
learner-learner interaction. The last two are obviously communication between learners
and their instructors and among learners themselves. These two types of interaction are

taken for granted in conventional classroom teaching, but in a distance education

context, special efforts have to be made to introduce them. The learner-content
Interaction is “the interaction the student has with the subject matter that is presented

for study” (Moore & Kearsley 1996:128).

On the top of the three interactions suggested by Moore (1989), Hillman, Willis and

Gunawardena (1994) add a new concept of learner-interface interaction. They argue

that the interaction between learners and the computer (or other technology) interface

1s also a critical component, since learners with no knowledge of the technology have
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to spend plenty of time to interact with the technology. Therefore, instructional
designers have to consider learner-interface interaction so as to enhance successful
interactions with the mediating technology. However, as the learner-interface
interaction focuses only on “navigational aspects of self-contained courses’ and
web-based courses, the three levels of interaction described by Moore (1989) are
considered to be more central and important to distance education in general (Shearer

2003).

In the first generation of distance education, print materials, such as textbooks, study
guides, workbooks, course syllabi, and case studies, served as a fundamental medium
of learning. All these kinds of materials are still being used as major components in
most of the distance learning institutions today. However, as Barker, Frisbie and

Patrick (1989) point out, there 1s no frequent interaction between teachers and students

in this kind of learning, and interaction between fellow students is rare.

Lockwood (1992,1998), however, argues that there can still be “interactions” between
learners and the instructional texts, if there are carefully designed learning activities.

The three approaches Lockwood suggested in designing activities in print-based
distance-learning materials are “tutorial-in-print” (Rowntree 1974), “reflective action

guide” (Rowntree 1990), and “dialogue” (Evans & Nation 1989). However, all of these
interactions are in fact simulations of previously designed interactions between
learners and their instructors. This kind of responses may not be able to cater

individual differences among learners.

In the first generation of distance education, therefore, learner-instructor interaction

mainly relies on communication by mail, while learner-learner interaction can be

totally absent.
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In the second generation of distance learning, distance learning materials are mainly
printed materials, with the aids of audio/video tapes or computer learning package.
Since all these media can serve only one-way communication, the second generation of
distance education cannot provide any more interactivity than those 1n the first

generation.

In the third generation, learning through teleconferencing can support synchronous
communication between learners and their instructor, and probably among learners
themselves. Distance learning courses adopting this technology, therefore, can have
very much enhanced interactivity. However, as the communication is in real-time and
very often requires certain facilities, learners have to attend “classes” in specific

locations according to a preset timetable. The learner autonomy or flexibility is then

weakened.

The fourth generation of distance education, which is facilitated with Interactive
multimedia online, WWW resources, and CMC support, is a dramatic change when
comparing with the previous three generations. Learners in this stage can enjoy
multimedia-rich learning materials, and communicate with their instructor as well as
their fellows by Internet applications. Computer-mediated communication, such as
electronic mails, online conferencing, chat-room, can be either synchronous or
asynchronous, depending entirely on the design of the course. With the support of
asynchronous modes of communication, such as online conferencing, with instructor,
learners can have better flexibility in the time, place and pace in their learning.
Therefore, distance education in the fourth generation embraces all three types of
interaction suggested by Moore (1989). Since most of the online learning is delivered

through WWW, learners who have some experience in browsing web pages will have

little difficulty in the learner-interface interaction.
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In the fifth generation of distance education suggested by Taylor (2001), which is
characterized by an automated response system in CMC, learners’ questions or queries
can be replied to by pre-developed answers stored in an “intelligent object database”
(p.7). By searching with the pre-specified keyword, the system will give
“personalized” responses to the question without concurrent human intervention
(Taylor 2001: 7). The costing of providing asynchronous interaction can then be
greatly reduced, especially when the number of students increases and the database is
well developed. However, it is obvious that the automated response provided may not
always fulfill the need of individual learners. The online learning system has to be
quite complicated and expansive, in order to provide feedback of a satisfactory level.

This may explain why the fifth generation of distance education 1s not yet common.

Nonetheless, 1t might be claimed that after the adoption of online and Internet facilities

in the fourth and fifth generations, students of distance education are enjoying much
richer interaction than before. However, even though the use of online communication
tools, such as online conference, is getting more and more popular, there have been

few empirical researches to explore pedagogical issues concerning the new medium

(Mclsaac & Gunawardena 1996, Gunawardena & Mclsaac 2004).

2.1.2 Online distance learning: some practices

The symbol of the latest development of distance education is the introduction of
online or web-based learning programmes (Moore & Kearsley 1996, 2005; Garrison
1997; Taylor 2001). Online learning, e-learning, distributed learning and web-based

instruction are all synonymous terms used to describe learning which utilizes the

Internet (Paulsen 2003, Tsa1 & Machado 2002).

As indicated in the previous sections, an online mode of learning utilizes the Internet in
two ways, 1.€., delivery of multimedia learning materials, and means of communication.
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The flexible way of teaching and learning is becoming more and more popular, and

institutions of higher education widely adopt online learning in their programmes and

COUISCS.

The first university to offer an online degree programme was the University of Phoenix
Online. The first online course in Phoenix Online was launched in 1989, which was
considered a pioneer of its day (Baker 2000). A fier the establishment of the
World-Wide-Web 1n 1990-91, and the release of the first widely used web-browser in
1993, the popularity of online courses increased dramatically. In 1992, the first online
Ph.D. programme was developed at the California Institute of Integral Studies in
collaboration with the Electronic University Network system. In 1993, a “virtual
university”’ offering online courses and programmes was established, i.e., the

International University College, now called Jones International University. By the end

of 1990s, about two-thirds of the 3200 accredited colleges and graduate schools in the
United States offered online courses as a supplement to their campus courses (Clarke
1999, Baker 2000). In the fall of 2003, over 1.98 million of students enrolled in at least
one online course in their colleges, and the number by the fall of 2004 was 2.35 million.
The number is still in 1its rapid growth. Therefore, it is not astonishing to learn that 56%

of the schools 1n the States agree that online education is critical to their long-term

strategy (Allen & Seaman 2005).

In Britain, the well-established Open University of the United Kingdom (UKOU) also
introduced online conferencing into their distance learning courses in 1988. By 2000,

some 100,000 students enrolled in courses supported by the online communication tool.
In 2003, the number was up to 150,000 (Salmon 2003). Besides the OUUK, there are

more and more traditional British universities beginning to offer pure online

undergraduate and postgraduate courses. In fact, most of the universities in the UK

have adopted online learning support to facilitate teaching and leaming in their
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traditional on-campus programmes. A similar revolution has also happened in colleges
and universities in Europe, Australia and many Asian countries (e.g., PLS Ramboll
Management 2004, Open Universities Australia 2006). Most of the open and distance
learning institutions, including those providing online programmes or more traditional
distance learning packages, are now providing online support and online

communication channels (CMC) for their students.

Nevertheless, the same notion of online education can represent quite different
practices when examined at a more sophisticated level. To classify different practices

of online education, Harasim (1998) proposes there can be three modes of online

education:

e Adjunct mode: networks are used to enhance regular distance education;

Mix mode: a significant portion of the educational activity occurs online, while
the remainder occurs in traditional distance education;

o Totally online mode: all education or training activity is conducted online.

Harasim’s classification is mainly based on the extent Internet is used in distance

learning process, and 1t can well describe different practices of online learning in
various institutions. In many traditional distance learning institutions, the teaching is
still mainly delivered by correspondence materials. However, as email is so common at
the moment, teachers and students are quite ready to make email a communication
medium between teachers and students. Students can raise a question by email, and
their teacher can give answer through the same channel. In addition, some online
courses 1n adjunct mode may also deliver supplementary materials or announcement

through the web site of their institution. However, none of the networked activities and

materials is compulsory or counted in students’ final score.
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Mixed mode is now more common in the field of distance education. Students having
mixed mode of distance education usually can access learning materials through the
Internet, and communicate with their teachers via email and online conference. The
other part of teaching and learning may be delivered by face-to-face teaching or
correspondence materials. Online conference is usually considered to be one of the
major media of academic discussion. Teachers raise some questions for discussion in

the conference, and students are required to take part in the discussion. Student

participation in the conference is also monitored, and their performance may also be

considered in their final grade.

For the totally online courses or programmes, students can access all the learning
materials via the Internet, and communicate with their teachers and administrative
office by online communication channels. The majority of their learning experience is

through the Internet. Just like the mixed mode of distance education, online conference

is also one of the major channels for academic activities.

Allen and Seaman (2005), when describing the three types of online learning suggested

by Harasim (1998), adopt quite different names, i.e., web-facilitated course, blended
course, and online course. The different notions, however, are only synonyms to

Harasim'’s earlier suggestions.

2.1.2.1 Use of CMC in online learning

In online learming, media-rich Web pages are used to deliver information and
learner-content interaction, while CMC tools are for communication among learners
themselves, and between leamers and their teacher. The most popular CMC tools in
distance learning courses are email and online conference. It can be expected that
email is mainly used for personal communication, while online conference is more
suitable for one-to-many communication. The online conference, therefore, has been

20



made to serve as the major teaching and collaborative learning tool in most of the

online courses.

There are advantages adopting this kind of text-based communication over traditional
oral communications between and among teachers and learners. As oral
communication tends to be fast-paced, spontaneous, fleeting and less structured than
text-based communication, it might be less favourable to disciplined and rigorous
thinking (Garrison & Anderson 2003). Asynchronous text-based communication,
however, provides a 24-hour platform, and students can have plenty of time for
reflection, analysis, and composition. The text-based communication, when used in
academic contexts, encourages deep thinking and retrospective analysis (Garrison 1997,
2000). Since the whole transcript of discussion is stored in the system, latecomers can
still trace back the whole discussion without losing any details. Another feature of
online conference that favours active participation in discussion is that it focuses only
on the messages, but not characteristics of the speakers. The socially equalizing
environment of discussion makes everyone appear the same in text, regardless of
his/her gender, appearance, paces of speech, and so on (Berge 1999, Salmon 2000).
Garrison et al (2000) even argue that text-based communication may actually be
preferable to oral communication in promoting higher-order cognitive learning. In fact,
a number of writers suggest that text-based communication is closely connected with

careful and critical thinking (e.g., Applebee 1984, Fulwiler 1987, White 1993).

As there are different modes of online learning, the role of online conference in
different online courses is not always the same. For those courses in totally online
mode, an online communication is almost the sole channel of communication between
learners and their tutors. It is quite common that courses of this kind would make

participation in online discussion a compulsory task to complete the course. Students

are normally asked to respond to postings by their tutor or other students on a regular
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basis. Their tutors examine their “contributions” carefully and scores are assigned.
Collaborative tasks among students are also common in this kind of online course.

Students are assigned into smaller groups, and members in the same group have to
complete a task collaboratively. Therefore, the frequency and performance of students’

participation in the online course are often counted in the assessment.

Nonetheless, online conference in those courses adopting an adjunct mode (Harasim

1998) of online learning serves only a supportive and supplementary role in the course

of study. Students’ participation in these conferences is entirely on a voluntary basis.

2.1.2.2 Online learning in the Open University of Hong Kong

The subjects of the present study are students from the Open University of Hong Kong

(OUHK), which 1s the only distance learning institution offering various levels of

degree programmes 1n Hong Kong. This section briefly introduces some background of

the university, and the development of online learning in the OUHK. Prior studies

related to online learning in the OUHK, especially those involving online conferencing,

are also reviewed.

The OUHK was established with the title of Open Learning Institute (OLI) of Hong

Kong in 1989, mainly funded by Hong Kong government. Similar to the Open
University of UK (UKOU), the mode of teaching in the OUHK depends mainly on
study units, textbooks, and, for some courses, other audiovisual materials. When
compared with UKOU, courses 1n the OUHK involve more frequent and regular
tutorial sessions. Students normally are provided a face-to-face tutorial session every
fortnight. One of the reasons may be that adult learners in Hong Kong are not
confident with the distance mode of learning. Another factor is that Hong Kong is only

a small city, and the travel for more regular face-to-face sessions is still affordable for
most of the people in Hong Kong. In addition, students can also have telephone
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tutorials with their tutors. However, as all these tutorial sessions are not compulsory,

the self-contained course material is still the key component in the OUHK.

When compared with distance learning institutions in western developed countries, the
online course development in the OUHK fell a bit behind. OUHK launched its pilot
online course as a research project in 1997 and the first batch of online courses in the
medium of English were formally launched in 1998, adopting Web-CT platform.
However, the Web-CT was not fully compatible with Chinese character, and an online

learning platform, 1.e., Online Learning Environment (OLE), was then developed in

order to cater for the courses offered in the medium of Chinese.

The Chinese OLE was formally introduced in 2000. In 2004, the Web-CT platform for

English-medium courses was also replaced by the same self-developed online platform.

Including courses in both media of instruction, the OUHK delivered more than 300

courses online by April 2006.

However, the online component of distance learning courses in the OUHK has been

playing only a supplementary role. Having considered the fact that there are still some

of the OUHK students who do not have access to Internet at home, and some students
are not confident with their own information and communication technology skills, the
online materials are delivered in parallel to the traditional printed and audio-visual
materials. Students of the OUHK receive a self-learning package, which consists of
study schedule, detailed study units and assignments. Students have to buy textbooks
for themselves and they can attend regular face-to-face tutorials. In the online learning
platform, students can get access to all the study units and assignments. Some students

can also submit their assignments through the online platform. Communication

channels provided in the OUHK online platform include email and online conference

(the “discussion board™).
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Figure 2.1 A screen capture of the OLE in the OUHK

There have been a number of independent studies evaluating the OLE in the OUHK. A

survey study conducted by Cho1 and Tsang (2001) reveals that only 21.3% (n=240) of
respondents logged-in the OLE 2 times or more in a week. However, data also reflect
that students were quite positive towards the learning support. On a 5-point Likert
scale, 64.2% of the respondents agreed or strongly agreed that the online conference in
the platform provided more chance of communication (x = 3.650). About 45.5% of
them found online conferencing among students helpful to their study ( X = 3.429), and

50.5% found the interaction between learners and tutor beneficial (¥ =3.475). In

another study on courses in the medium of English, Woo et al (2002) also revealed that

students held a positive attitude towards the usefulness of the online platform

(X =4.2675 ina 7-point Likert scale, n = 114).

In a more comprehensive study on OUHK students’ participation in online discussion,

Tsang, Choi and Tam (2002) notice that students were also holding quite positive

attitudes toward the usefulness of online discussion to their learning (X = 3.68, s.d.=

0.67 on a 5-point scale, n = 236). For students’ participation in online conference, the

data varied greatly between courses. On average, students logged in the online
platform 77.8 times in a period of 3 month. However, in a particular business course,
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the average was as high as 284.4 times, while in an education course, the average was
only 3. For the number of messages posted on the discussion board, the students in the

business course posted 3.2 messages on average in 3 months, while the education

course students posted none.

In another study revealing Chinese students’ participation in a postgraduate education
course in the OUHK, only 30% of students ever posted messages in the discussion

board throughout the whole year (Fung 2004).

In fact, it is generally believed that students in Hong Kong are used to a more
traditional and transmissive mode of teaching and a receptive mode of learning (Lai &
Tang 1999, Fung 2000), and discussion and presentation are not very popular
classroom activities in schools. In a study investigating students’ preference to tutorial
styles in the OUHK, 1t was also reported that most students preferred “tutors lecture to

the whole group”, and fewer students preferred small group discussion or students’

presentation (Fung & Carr 1999). In another small-scale survey conducted in the
OUHK, Hao and Fung (2006) report that 85% of the respondents (#=64) in two
Mathematics courses preferred face-to-face tutorials rather than online discussion
board, though the respondents generally admitted that the discussion board was helpful

to their study. On 3-point scale, students in course one (¥ = 2.13, 5.d.= 0.91, n = 34)

and course two (X =2.37, 5.d.=0.93, n = 30) both agreed with the usefulness of the

discussion board.

From the aforementioned studies on OUHK, it is worth noticing that though students

generally accept that online discussion can be beneficial to their learning, they are not

very enthusiastic to actually participate in the activity.
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2.2 Instructional theories of online conferencing: A critical review

It has long been criticized that the development of distance education was directed by
modern technology, rather than theory and research (Mclsaac & Gunawardena 1996,
Gunawardena & Mclsaac 2004). Distance education was even criticized as being a
hodgepodge of ideas and practices taken form traditional classroom settings (Garrison
1990). Most of the new technologies adopted in distance education were mainly
employed to bridge the geographical distance and enhance interaction, i.e., replicating
face-to-face instruction by mediated means (Garrison 2000). The major concemn in
distance learning was the effectiveness and efficiency of various media and

technologies.

Earlier researchers have tried to prove that students could learn equally well by means
of different media of distance learning. The so-called “no-significance phenomenon”
was supported once and again by hundreds of evaluation studies (see for example,
Russell 1999). Similar meta-analyses on media researches have shown that it is not the
media of instruction that affects the learning of students, but the instructional strategies

built into the learning matenal. Technologies are simply vehicles of delivering
instruction, but do not themselves influence student achievement (Clark 1983, in Ally
2004). Schramm (1977) argues that learning in distance education is influenced more

by the teaching content and instructional strategy than by the type of technology used

to deliver instruction. Therefore, more and more researchers suggest that in the new
century of distance education, it is the teaching and learning theory of distance
education that should be the focus of concern (Garrison 2000, Anderson 2004, Mclsaac

& Gunawardena 2004). Mclsaac and Gunawardena (2004) point out explicitly that

“one of the cntical challenges the field of distance education has faced is the need

for continuous development of theory necessitated by the rapid changes brought
by the development of new communications technologies used as delivery media.
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Theorists are challenged to adapted theories to understand the learning
environments created by new technological developments or to develop new
theories to explain or make sense of these new and emerging technologies.”

(p.359)

Garrison (2000), after reviewing the significant theoretical developments and
contributions to the study of distance education, concludes that “the 21° century
represents the post-industrial era where transactional issues (i.e., teaching and learning)
will predominate over structural constraints (i.e., geographical distance)” (p.2). Online

conference, as a major interactive medium between students and their tutors, and

relevant learning theories have also received much attention.

The following sections will review the major endeavours related to learning theory of
online conferencing. The discussion starts with a more traditional distance learning

theory, i.e., transactional distance, and its application in online learning. Salmon’s

(2000, 2003) Five-stage model, theories of presence (including social presence,
mediated presence and transactional presence), and community of inquiry model are

also reviewed. The focus of this section is put on the community of inquiry model

(Garrison & Anderson 2003), which is still in its developing stage but is receiving

much attention in the field of online learning (Gibson 2003).
2.2.1 Transactional distance

The theory of transactional distance was first introduced by Moore (1973, 1990, 1993),
and is one of the most popular theories of distance education throughout the decades.
Moore (1993) declares that the concept of transaction was derived from John Dewey
and further developed by Boyd and Apps (1980). Transaction, according to Boyd and

Apps (1980: 5), “connotes the interplay among the environment, the individuals and
the patterns of behaviours in a situation”. Moore carried this idea a step further and

proposed that the transaction that we called distance education is “the interplay
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between people who are teachers and leamers, in environments that have the special
characteristic of being separate from one another, and a consequent set of special
teaching and learmning behaviours” (Moore & Kearsley 2005:224). He argues that
distance can be a pedagogical, and not only geographical phenomenon. Transactional
distance is the distance of understandings and perceptions that might lead to a

communication gap or a psychological space of potential misunderstandings between

people (Moore & Kearsley 1996, 2005).

Rumble (1986) points out that Moore’s concept of transactional distance can be applied

not only in distance education, but also in other educational settings, including
face-to-face teaching. In order to have effective, deliberate, and planned learning,
Moore (1993) believes transactional distance has to be overcome. In distance education,
nevertheless, the separation of teacher and learner is so significant that special
teaching-learning strategies and techniques have to be employed so as to reduce the
distance between them. Moore argues that education offers a continuum of transactions
from less distant, where there 1s more interaction, to more distant, where there may be
less interaction. Transactional distance is actually determined by the way and to what

extent instructors, learners, and the learning environments interact with one another

(Moore & Kearsley 1996, 2005).

Moore (1993) suggests that the extent of transactional distance in an educational
programme is determined by dialogue, structure and learner autonomy. Dialogue,
according to Moore (1990) refers to the teacher-leamer interaction, specifically the
communicative transaction of giving instruction and responding. The importance of
teacher-learner interaction i1s emphasized by many empirical studies, and dialogue has
long become a crucial element in distance education (Hillman et al. 1994, Shale &
Garrison 1990, Moore 1990). Structure refers to elements of course design, such as

learning objectives, teaching strategies, evaluation methods, etc. Moore believes that
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structure expresses the rnigidity or flexibility of a course, and therefore, reflects the
programme's capacity to respond to a learner's individual needs (Moore 1983). He
observes that in a highly structured educational programme, the objectives and
methods used are inflexible. On the contrary, as the interaction between a teacher and a
learner, i.e. dialogue, increases, the existing programme's structure decreases to better
accommodate the learner's needs. Moore concludes that high structure and low

dialogue yield greater transactional distance; and low structure and high dialogue give

lesser transactional distance (Moore 1993).

Learner autonomy refers to “the extent to which the learner in an educational
programme is able to determine the selection of objectives, resources and procedures,

and the evaluation design” (Moore, 1983:82). Unlike the other two elements of
transactional distance, the direction of influence of learner autonomy on distance
education was not clearly specified (Chen 1997). Moore (1993) noted that when the

transactional distance 1s great, students have to exercise greater learner autonomy.

This theory seems appealing and is well known in the field of distance education, but
few empirical studies have been done to verify the theory (Saba & Shearer 1994,
Moore & Kearsley 1996, Chen 1997, Dron 2002). Garrison (2000) criticizes that “the
exact nature of the interrelationships among structure, dialog and autonomy is not

clear”, and he reveals that there 1s confusion around “whether structure and dialog are

variables, clusters or dimensions™ (p.9).

Chen (2001a) argues that the conceptualization of transactional distance remains

insufficiently explored, especially when distance education has evolved in a
telecommunication era. In line with Chen (2001a), Stein et al (2005) state that there is

no major study examiming how transactional distance operates in an online learning

environment. Some researchers on distance education have tried to adopt the theory of
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distance education in online distance learning, but it is found that the theory of

transactional distance 1s only partially supported by empirical studies (e.g., Saba 1988,

Saba & Shearer 1994, Chen 2001a, 2001b, Rovai 2002).

In fact, under the setting of online learning, the synchronous and asynchronous channel
of communication provide a strong base for dialogue, and they can be part of the
course design, 1.€., structure, and planned by the instructors (Stein et al 2005). The
boundary between structure and dialogue suggested by Moore becomes much more
fluid in the context of online communication. After reviewing the major empirical
studies on the theory of transactional distance, Stein et al (2005) have the following

conclusion.

“Although the literature supports the presence of elements of transactional
distance, there 1s an incomplete understanding of how they work with one another

in the context of learner technical expertise in Web-supported and Web-delivered
courses.” (p.108)

And this is why scholars in the field of online learning are trying to establish a new

theory of learning, and why the transactional distance theory has lost its prominence in

recent studies.
2.2.2 Salmon’s five-stage model

Since the emergence of the communication tools through Internet, such as email and

online conference, researchers have begun to notice the nature of “mediated

communication” through the computer network and its strength in enhancing distance
education (Berge & Collins 1995, Garrison 1997, McAteer, Tolmie, Duffy & Corbett

1997). While some traditional learning theories of distance education, such as

transactional distance, could not be perfectly applied to this new technology, Salmon’s
(2000, 2003) five-stage model, 1s grounded in her research entirely on online
conferencing. Based on content analysis of thousands of conference messages and
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focus group interviews, Salmon explored the “key activities for learners online, the
significant technical skills needed, and the kind of support and help required” (Salmon
2003: 27). As a consequence, Salmon (2000, 2003) has identified five stages that
online learners progress through during their leaming experience of an online
conference, and the five-stage model provides a structured, incremental approach to

various stages of participation 1n an online conference (Figure 2.2).

In the first stage, 1.e., access and motivation, the online instructor or, in Salmon’s term,
e-moderator should ensure that all learners are able to access the online course content
and the communication tools, 1.e. online conference. Instructors should provide
adequate support when learners have technical or motivational problems which are

preventing access. In the second stage, 1.¢., online socialization, participants are
expected to interact socially with others through the online conference, in order to

develop a sense of group 1dentity and empathy among other participants. In this stage,
e-moderators should encourage group discussion and social interaction among learners

by creating an atmosphere in which participants feel safe in expressing opinions.

The third stage involves the exchange of information among learners. Interaction in
this stage is based primarily on the information or issues presented by the e-moderator.

Learners at this stage find 1t easier and more enjoyable to share information online, and

participate more actively. E-moderators should master those important moderatin g

skills, such as summarizing, guiding and weaving, so as to facilitate the shared learning

experience.

31



Development

D E-Moderaling

D Technical support

Supporting,

Providing knks responding
oulside closed
conlerences

Knowledge construction

Facitating
Conferencing Procoss

Q_\\ information giving and receiving

Facililating lasks
and supporting use

Searching,

ol leaming matenals |
personalising software

Online soclalisation

Iinteractivity

Famiianising and providing bridges
between cultural, social and
leamung environmenis

Sending and
receiving messages

Access and motivation

Welcoming and
encouragng

Setting up system
and accessing

Figure 2.2 Salmon’s Five-stage model (Salmon 2000: 26)

In the fourth stage, which 1s knowledge construction, learners begin constructing
knowledge rather than simply receiving and forwarding information. Learners share
personal knowledge and opinions, criticize other’s opinions and defend their own in
the discussions. During this stage, the role of the e-moderator changes from leading
course activities to facilitating discussion. E-moderators can assist participants by

stimulating, summarizing, and weaving together course discussions.

[n the last stage (development), learners have developed confidence with the theory
and practice of participating in an online course. Taking a collaborative approach,
learners begin to consolidate the acquired knowledge and reflection in the discussion.

E-moderators at this stage spend less time facilitating discussions, instead supporting
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and responding to learners as they lead their own discussions.

To move up the stages of learning, learners have to master certain technical skills in
each stage (shown in bottom left of each step in Figure 2.2), and e-moderators have to
present different e-moderating skills (shown on right top of each step). When learners
go through all the stages from bottom (access and motivation) to top (development),
there is an increase 1n both quality and intensity of interaction among learners and
between learners and tutor. To facilitate the progression of the stages, Salmon (2003)
introduces the notion of “e-tivaities”, which denote synchronous and/or asynchronous
online activities designed to enhance learning goals and create productive and
enjoyable learning environment. E-tivities are essential to help learners progress

through the five stages and Salmon (2003) has designed e-tivities for each of the five

stages of her model.

Salmon (2003) argues that knowledge of these stages can help e-moderators and course

designers create online learning experiences that promote success. Salmon (2003)

states clearly that

“Given appropnate technical support, e-moderation and a purpose for taking

part in CMC, nearly all participants will progress through these stages of use in
CMC (...) The chief benefit of using the model to design a course with CMC is
that you know how participants are likely to exploit the system at each stage

and you can avoid pitfalls. The results should be a higher participation rate and
increased student satisfaction.” (p. 30)

The five-stage model suggests systematic procedures to facilitate learning through
online conferencing, and e-moderators can be trained according to the required skills in
various stages. Obviously, Salmon’s model focuses mainly on the role of the instructor
as a facilitator, without much regard to learners’ roles and the external and

environmental factors. Odin (2003) asserts that it may easily lead to a misconception
that online teaching is merely facilitation. Furthermore, while affirming the value of
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identifying different stages in online learning experience, Odin (2003) argues that the
five stages are only different aspects of managing an online learning environment.

Feldstein (2002) also points out that Salmon’s five-stage model is descriptive by its
nature, and it ““describes what often happens naturally in a class, whether or not the
e-moderator consciously shepherds the students through the five stage process”

(E-moderating section, para. 8).

In fact, the first three stages can be seen as preparatory stages of effective online
learning, and some learners have been well-prepared before starting an online course.
So Odin (2003: 1) suggests that 1t may not be appropriate to label them as five
“sequentially unfolding stages™ as 1t gives an impression that “each stage somehow has
the same degree of relevance to the overall learning process for every student”. The
last two stages of Salmon’s model are essential to a “collaborative learning process”
(Odin 2003: 1), but Odin (2003) criticizes the separation of conception in the two
stages. Odin states that personal reflection and development in the fifth stage and the
exploratory collaborative learning that involves the construction of knowledge in the
fourth stage cannot be easily separated, as “the exploration and construction of

knowledge constantly involve personal reflection” (p.2).

Another shortfall of the model is that there are not clear criteria for accomplishment in
each of the five stages, and the factors of successful online learning are not
operationalized. Empirical evaluation or testing of the model, therefore, cannot be
conducted. In fact, Salmon does not intend to propose an input-output type of model
explaining online learning, and the evaluation of the model has not been much

addressed. Therefore, the applicability of the five-stage model cannot be easily verified

in an empirical manner.
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2.2.3 Theories of presence

Apart from Salmon’s endeavour in establishing a model of online learning, there is also

a collection of theones associated with the notion of “presence”, which is drawing

increasing attention in the field (Tammelin 1998).

A common conceptualization of presence is “the illusion of being there, whether ‘there’
exists in the physical space or not” (Biocca 1997). The concept of presence has been
applied in various fields, including non-educational settings, such as remote-control
systems and industrial robots. Nonetheless, the concept of presence is also relevant in
the context of mediated communication and distance education. As the same notion has
been applied in different scenarios, the concept of presence is also multifaceted
(Witmer & Singer 1998). After having extensively review the relevant literature,
Lombard and Ditton (1997) report that there are different conceptualizations of
presence suggested by different researchers, and thus corresponding to different
operational definitions. However, Lombard and Ditton (1997) try to encompass all the
conceptualizations of presence by defining presence as “the perceptual illusion of

non-mediation”’, in which

“[t)he term ‘perceptual’ indicates that this phenomenon involves continuous (real

time) responses of the human sensory, cognitive, and affective processing systems
to objects and entities 1n a person’s environment. An ‘illusion of nonmediation’

occurs when a person fails to perceive or acknowledge the existence of a medium
in his/her communication environment and responds as he/she would if the

medium were not there.” (Lombard & Dittion 1997, Presence explicated section,
para. 1)

In the context of online education, presence “refers to a student’s sense of being in and

belonging in a course and the ability to interact with other students and an instructor

although physical contact is not available” (Picciano 2002: 22).

There have been a number of studies making presence in online courses the major
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concern, and the concept has been refined and categorized. Notions such as social
presence (Gunarwardena 1995; Gunarwardena & Zittle 1997; Tu 2000, 2001; Picciano
2002; Richardson & Swan 2003), transactional presence (Shin 2001, 2002, 2003; Shin
& Chan 2004), and mediated presence (Russo & Campbell 2004) evolved in the past
decade, and each of them represent a particular dimension of presence. Although there
are different focuses on the various presences, the research studies concerning various
presences suggest that an enhanced sense of presence improves individual and group

learning as well as other vanables related to performance in distance education

(Fontaine 2002).
Social presence

The kind of presence that receives much attention in the field of online conference is
social presence (Sanders & Wiseman 1990, Walter 1992, Gunawardena & Mclsaac

1996, Tu 2000). The 1dea of social presence comes originally from communication

theory, and was defined as the “degree of salience of the other person in the (mediated)
interaction and the consequent salience of the interpersonal relationships” (Short,

Williams & Christie 1976: 65). In the setting of mediated communication, this refers to
“the degree to which a person is perceived as ‘real’ in mediated communication”

(Richardson & Swan 2003: 70), or the “degree of awareness of another person in an

interaction and the consequent appreciation of an interpersonal relationship” (Tu

2000:6).

Originally, Short et al (1976) considered social presence an inherent feature of
particular media, and they contended that it “varies among different media, it affects
the nature of the interaction and it interacts with the purpose of the interaction to

influence the medium chosen by the individual who wishes to communicate” (Short et

al. 1976). Later researchers, however, argue that social presence is not simply
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determined by the medium concerned. Gunawardena and Zittle (1997) argue that social
presence can be taught or cultured among participants, and they reject the view that
social presence is largely an attribute of the communication medium. Their research
demonstrated that social presence is both a factor of the medium and of the
communicators and the subject’s presence in a sequence of interactions (Gunawardena
& Zittle 1997). Several studies have shown that the perception of the degree of social
presence in a single setting of mediated interaction varies among participants (Perse et

al. 1992, Gunawardena 1995, Gunawardena & Zittle 1997, Tu 2000).

It is worth noticing that the single concept of social presence is operationalized quite
differently among researchers involving text-based online conference or online
learning. Having acknowledged that there are two major concepts related to social
presence, i.e., intimacy and immediacy (Short et al. 1976), Gunawardena and Zittle
(1997) argue that the text-based nature of CMC does not contribute much to the former.
In their study measuring social presence in CMC, Gunawardena and Zittle (1997)

focus mainly only on the immediacy aspect of social presence, and their social

presence scale comprises 14 questionnaire items embodying the concept of immediacy.

Tu (2000, 2001) however, proposes a three-dimensional model of social presence after
a series of qualitative and quantitative studies. The three dimensions suggested by Tu
(2001) are social context, online communication, and interactivity. Social context is
determined by the CMC characteristics and learners’ perceptions of the CMC
environment. Online communication consists of various attributes of the language used
and the applications of that online language. Interactivity includes the activities
learners engage 1n and the communication styles they use (Tu & Mclssac 2002). It is

therefore obvious that the concept of social presence in the context of online

conference is still in its emerging stage, and its definition has not yet been

consolidated.
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There are different operationalizations of social presence, and the effect of the various
conceptions of social presence on learning through CMC has been recurrently
investigated. Gunawardena and Zittle (1997) examined the impact of social presence
on student satisfaction with online distance learning. Their data suggested that 60% of
variance in overall satisfaction with the course could be explained by students’
perceptions of social presence. Gunawardena and Duphorne (2000), in addition, show
that there is a positive correlation (r = 0.44) between social presence and satisfaction in
their study of online courses. Tu (2000) concludes in an empirical study that when a

student perceives a high degree of social presence, a high level of interaction will

normally occur. Before the establishment of the Community of Inquiry model,

Garrison (1997) agrees that social presence is important to enhance teaching and

learning in online conferences.

Transactional presence

Focusing on experience in distance learning, Shin (2001, 2002, 2003) proposes the
notion of transactional presence, which is defined as a distance learner’s sense of “the

availability of, and connectedness with teachers, peers, and the institution” (Shin 2003:
69) Obviously, the notion of transactional presence is broader than that of social
presence as 1t includes three different elements, i.e., teacher transactional presence,
peer transactional presence and institution transactional presence. Shin (2003) reports
that the transactional presence students perceived is significantly related to satisfaction
and intent to persist. Shin and Chan (2004), in another empirical study, focus on the
effect of institution transactional presence, which is defined as “the degree to which a
distance student perceives the availability of support services in the institution while

feeling connected to the institution” (p.279). They report that the institutional presence

is significantly correlated with learners’ leaming outcomes, satisfaction as well as

intent-to-persist.
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Mediated presence

Russo and Campbell (2004) introduce a comparatively narrow concept of presence, i.e.,
mediated presence, which “incorporates the original meaning of social presence as a
characteristic of a particular communication medium but focuses on presence as a
function of communication interaction that it is constrained or enabled by the medium”
(p.219). Unlike the social and transactional presence, the effect of the mediated

presence on online learning has not yet been investigated empirically.

In short, over the years, various concepts of presence have been evolved and applied in
the study of mediated communication in online courses. However, most of the different
concepts aforementioned cover only a particular aspect of teaching and learning. The
transactional presence 1s a broader concept, but none of its three components focus on
the process of teaching and learning, especially the use of online conferences. By
adopting any one of the presences mentioned above, one could hardly portray how
knowledge is constructed among participants in an online conference. Besides the most

thoroughly studied concept, social presence, all the other presences have only been

proposed and empirically investigated by individual researchers. Even for social

presence, the operational definition still varies among studies by different researchers.

The emergence of the model of Community of Inquiry has brought new power of the

notion of presence in mediated learning.
2.2.4 Community of inquiry

In order to fully cater for the new mode of learing through text-based online
conferencing, Garrison and his co-investigators have proposed a new conceptual model

to explain the educational experience of learners in a networked environment, namely,

the Community of Inquiry (Col) Model, which encompasses the idea of various

presences.
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The notion of community of inquiry was originated by Lipman (1991), who refers to 1t
as an essential context to facilitate critical thinking and deep learning. In examining the
teaching and learning through online asynchronous, text-based computer conference,
Garrison et al. (2000, 2001) argue that a “community of inquiry” 1s extremely valuable
for higher-order thinking. In such an online community, learners construct and
reconstruct experience and knowledge through critical analysis of subject matter,
questioning, and the challenging of assumptions. In the mediated communication
setting, social interaction, cognitive thinking and teaching support can then be reflected
by social, cognitive and teaching presence in the Col model. Garrison, et al. (2000,

2001) argue that learning occurs within the community through the interaction of three

presences.

Community of Inquiry

SOCIAL

COGNITIVE
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PRESENCE

V4l EDUCATIONAL B\
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' Content
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(Structure/Process)
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Figure 2.3 Community of Inquiry (from Garrison, Anderson & Archer 2000: 88)
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Among the various presences proposed in earlier studies, Garrison and his colleagues
have only adopted social presence, and coined the notions of cognitive presence and
teaching presence (Garrison et al. 2000, Garrison & Anderson 2003). In the medium of
text-based asynchronous communication, Garrison et al. (2000) argue that the three
core components of the community of inquiry construct a favourable platform, in

which valuable educational experience can be cultivated.

Cognitive presence 1s defined as the extent to which participants in a Col are able to
“construct meaning through sustained communication” (Garrison et al. 2000: 89).
Social presence is the ability of participants in Col to project their personal
characteristics into the community, “thereby presenting themselves to the other

%)

participants as ‘real people’ (Garrison et al. 2000: 89). Teaching presence is defined
as “the design, facilitation and direction of cognitive and social processes for the

purpose of realizing personally meaningful and educationally worthwhile learning

outcomes” (Anderson et al. 2001: 5).

When compared with those studies making social presence the sole factor of learning

through online conference, such as those by Gunawardena & Zittle (1997) or Tu (2000,
2001), the Col model 1s obviously more encompassing. When compared with Salmon’s

five-stage model, Col provides a more well-defined or manipulable collection of

factors that facilitate learning.

Garrison et al. (2000) argue that in a community of inquiry, learners learn through

constructing knowledge by collaborative discussion. Garrison and Archer (2000: 11)

refer it as a “collaborative constructivist perspective” on teaching and learning

transaction, and they regard an educational experience as “a collaborative

communication process for the purpose of constructing meaningful and worthwhile

knowledge” (Garrison et al. 2000: 92). The underlying assumption of this theoretical
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perspective 1s that knowledge 1s motivated, organized, and communicated in the
context of social interaction. As Clements and Nastassi (1988) explain, cognitive
development requires that individuals face others who contradict their own intuitively
derived concepts and points of view (decentration), and thereby create cognitive
conflicts (disequilibration) whose resolutions result in the construction of higher forms
of reasoning. Based on this<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>