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PAPER

Investigation into Undergraduates’ Experiences  
of Social Presence Dimensions in Online Learning

ABSTRACT
Online learning always piques the interest of scholars because of the potential outcomes. 
Social presence is associated with the degree of participation, interaction, and performance 
among collaborative group members and, therefore, is considered a critical variable for 
learning. Researchers have observed that for online learning to work well, students must feel 
connected to their peers and teachers. Social presence connects the real and online worlds, 
putting an online learner in touch with the teacher and other online learners. This study 
aims to investigate the interrelationships between social presence dimensions and cognitive 
presence, explore the critical social presence dimension influencing cognitive presence, and 
explore students’ experiences of social presence in online learning. The findings showed that 
social presence greatly influenced cognitive presence. However, affective collectiveness, open 
communication, and a sense of community were correlated and positively impacted cognitive 
presence, while the mutual attention and support dimensions were not correlated and did 
not significantly contribute to cognitive presence. Besides, students perceived themselves as 
having difficulties with open communication and online group activities. It is suggested that 
silence is an integral part of social presence, and it can be a silence-mediated social presence. 
Therefore, the role of silence should be reconsidered, as it has its own meaning. The findings 
imply that fostering a sense of mutual support and understanding is essential in online learn-
ing, as is providing practical guidance to ensure open communication. Moreover, instructors 
should focus on creating a sense of connectedness and cohesiveness in collaborative learning 
to achieve meaningful learning outcomes and a strong sense of community among students.
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1	 INTRODUCTION

Online learning is improving in K-12, higher education, and training, among 
other places [11]. It is widely accepted in many universities or institutions and con-
tinues to grow steadily in various modes, becoming the norm for future education. 
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Online learning modes vary from time to time to suit the settings and demographic 
diversity of students from different backgrounds, nationalities, or ages. In online set-
tings, teaching and learning happen at different times and places when synchronous 
and asynchronous modes are used. Asynchronous settings do not rely on time or 
place constraints, allowing individuals to progress at their own pace [11]. On the other 
hand, synchronous online learning involves real-time communication where individ-
uals interact, use natural language, and receive immediate feedback [8]. Some learn 
online methods require students and teachers to be online simultaneously, while 
other methods do not [13]. Students have greatly benefited from online learning in 
terms of improving and enhancing learning outcomes. Online education can provide 
enormous quantities of information to instructors and students from any location 
with an Internet connection. Furthermore, online learning provides time and sched-
ule freedom, enabling students to learn at their own pace and manage their learning 
alongside other responsibilities. It also grants students access to various materials and 
video tools to aid in their studies. Students benefit from information and communi-
cation technologies (ICT) [25]. In addition, using technology allows language learners 
to explore and compare different societies with their own, thereby broadening their 
understanding. The online setting also makes students feel more comfortable with 
individual tasks rather than teamwork [26]. These examples highlight that online 
learning can serve as an effective alternative to traditional classroom instruction 
and learning, allowing learners to choose their preferred mode and place of learning 
within their environment. However, it has both positive and negative effects.

With the COVID-19 pandemic, however, every teacher and student had to rely on 
online learning to continue their educational progress due to lock down measures. 
They were compelled to adapt to virtual platforms as physical classrooms were 
inaccessible. Teachers and students had to collaborate, connect, and explore effective 
ways to teach and learn amidst the pandemic. In higher education, students from dif-
ferent geographical, social, economic, or psychological backgrounds had to familiar-
ize themselves with online learning. Studies conducted in this context has revealed 
challenges faced by educators, teachers, and students in the online learning environ-
ment. The primary concern identified is the student’s need for more interaction [27]. 
According to the recent International Association of Universities and UNESCO report 
(2020) the COVID-19 pandemic has caused disruption of higher education for over 
1.5 billion higher education students in 185 countries since April 2020. As a result, 
two-thirds of colleges and universities have recognized the need to transition from 
traditional to online ways of teaching. In response, the Ministry of Education and 
Training [15] made the decision to shift from in-person classes to online learning, 
leading to changes in 110 out of the 240 higher education institutions. Among these 
110 institutions, 70 percent are private institutions.

Researchers have discovered that online learning poses challenges for students 
in terms of participating in online communities due to the absence of interpersonal 
delivery and social context [28]. It has been found that generating engaging, mean-
ingful relationships is difficult in online learning, leading to feelings of isolation 
and a lack of social presence. Critics argue that the predominant use of text-based 
computer-mediated communication in online learning, which occurs at different 
times, does not provide sufficient support for social presence, which may affect an 
individual’s sense of belonging and acceptance within a group [17]. Hence, ensuring 
student participation and interaction becomes a challenge [10] [24]. Another com-
plaint about online learning is that it needs more social interaction, which makes 
it feel cold or less personal. Furthermore, a lack of interpersonal interaction capac-
ity may lower the quality of the online educational experience. As a result, many 
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researchers in the field of distance learning are focusing on developing effective 
online learning approaches that prioritize social presence. To make online learn-
ing effective, the Community of Inquiry (CoI) is utilized. CoI provides a coherent 
structured approach for managing and monitoring dynamic thinking and collab-
orative learning with a transitional experience. It serves as an educational tool to 
support computer-mediated communication. In 1999, Garrison et al. came up with 
the CoI model, which consists of three parts: social presence, cognitive presence, and 
teaching presence. These elements have gained widespread usage in online learning 
environments. However, there is currently ongoing debate regarding the definitions 
of social presence and its dimensions [29]. This suggests that social presence does not 
fit into three dimensions as envisioned by the CoI model, as it also encompasses the 
understanding of online communities as well as its impact on cognitive presence.

The objectives of the current study include:

1.	 To investigate the interrelations between social presence dimensions and 
cognitive presence in online learning.

2.	 To explore the key social presence dimension influencing cognitive presence.
3.	 To explore undergraduates’ experiences of social presence in online learning.

The study is framed by the following research questions:

1.	 What is the interrelationship between social presence and cognitive presence?
2.	 What is the key social presence dimension influencing cognitive presence?
3.	 How do Vietnamese undergraduates experience social presence in online learning?

2	 LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1	 Social constructivism

Constructivist learning theories play a significant role in foreign language learn-
ing and teaching. These theories emphasize how important it is to understand 
language through meaningful interaction, allowing learners a chance to take an 
active role in learning the language. Under the umbrella of constructivism, learning 
theories are centered on classroom experiences rather than experiments. The central 
idea behind constructivism in learning theory is that individuals learn and build 
meaning through experiences. In this context, [22] explored aspects of cognitive 
development. According to Vygotsky, learning is a social process that involves inter-
acting with others and discovering how to perform tasks independently. Vygotsky’s 
social development theory emphasizes the relevance of social and cultural values. 
The Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), a theory introduced by Lev Vygotsky, 
states that says learners can undertake more complex tasks with the guidance of a 
more experienced individual. Through the ZPD, Vygotsky emphasizes that learners 
develop skills and gain knowledge through interactions.

2.2	 Social presence in computer-mediated communication

Social presence is related to computer-mediated communication (CMC) technol-
ogies and electronic platforms that may transmit face-to-face interpersonal contact, 
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group learning, and group dynamics to online learners. Johnson and Johnson’s (2014) 
meta-study findings have underscored the importance of group learning in online 
settings to attain process gain and group-to-individual transmission. The use of 
CMC tools and electronic platforms may aid in developing social presence, enabling 
interpersonal communication, group learning, and group dynamics that are com-
parable to face-to-face encounters. As a result, there is a growing interest in group 
learning and its use in online environments to foster online group learning [30]. 
The use of technology in education has evolved beyond text-based CMC. Owing 
to the COVID-19 pandemic, the expansion of real-time learning and synchronous 
communication on electronic platforms such as Zoom, Google Meets, and Teams 
has enabled students to communicate successfully with others. These applica-
tions are compatible with computers, smartphones, and other electronic devices. 
Consequently, technology-mediated communication has the potential to influence 
perceptions of social presence. It is proposed that both the physical characteristics of 
CMC tools and electronic platforms, as well as social elements, co-determine social 
presence. In other words, technical attributes play a role in determining the extent 
of social presence.

2.3	 Social presence

This section provides an overview and background to understand the concept 
of social presence. Initially scholars conceptualized social presence as a technical 
aspect and defined it as the level of the salience of another person in the interaction. 
However, this definition does align with computer-mediated communication, where 
the importance of another person in a conversation is the same as in a personal 
relationship. Table 1 provides an overview of the definition of social presence over 
the years.

Table 1. Social presence definitions

Authors Year Definitions

Short, Williams, & Christie 1976 the degree of salience of another person in an interaction and the 
consequent salience of an interpersonal relationship

Gunawardena and Zittle 1997 the degree to which a person is perceived as ‘real’ in mediated 
communication

Tu 2002 the degree of person-to-person awareness, which occurs in the 
computer environment

Kim 2011 the specific awareness of relations among the members in a 
mediated communication environment and the degree of proximity 
and affiliation formed through it

Whiteside 2015 a critical literacy for cultivating emotions and relationships

Collectively, these definitions suggest that social presence refers to the extent to 
which an individual feels as interacting with a real person and experiences specific 
interpersonal relations within a mediated communication context, regardless of 
whether it occurs in real-time or delayed settings. Social presence is essential for 
effective communication, as it establishes a sense of connection with others. In com-
puter-mediated communication, social presence has been extensively studied and 
found to have a significant impact on learning outcomes.

https://online-journals.org/index.php/i-jet


	 28	 International Journal of Emerging Technologies in Learning (iJET)	 iJET | Vol. 18 No. 14 (2023)

Pham et al.

2.4	 Social presence constructs over the years

In [19], social presence is measured based on the degree of personalization or 
impersonality, warmth or coldness, and friendliness or unfriendliness. Additionally, 
[20] expresses concerns about the challenges in measuring computer-mediated 
communication suggests the need for further research specifically focusing on social 
presence. Moreover, [9] reports that, according to a review conducted by [4], social 
presence encompasses three dimensions: copresence, involvement, and disposi-
tions. Each dimension has a sub-dimension such as:

Copresence: Isolation, mutual awareness, and mutual attention
Involvement: Empathy and mutual understanding
Dispositions: Behavioral interaction, mutual assistance, and dependent action
To further explore the concept of social presence, [18] proposes three disposi-

tions: behavioral interaction, mutual assistance, and dependent action for behavioral 
engagement in online communities. [23] used structural equation modeling to exam-
ine a conceptual model with five main parts: the user interface, social signals, social 
presence, learning interaction, and learning performance. The participants were asked 
to indicate the degree of agreement they had with the statements to measure their per-
ceptions of each of the three sub-concepts of social presence on a five-point Likert scale.

The constructs based on [12] work well for this study because of several reasons. 
Firstly, there is a critical review and analysis of the literature on four social pres-
ence constructs in a mediated communication setting. Secondly, the four constructs 
encompass relevant concepts that fall under the umbrella of social presence. Thirdly, 
the validity of the content, face, construct, and cross-validity has been confirmed. 
Expert reviews conducted by researchers or professors with over seven years of 
experience in teaching adults and educational technology have verified the content 
validity of this study. A pilot test confirmed the face validity, exploratory and con-
firmatory factor analysis confirmed the construct validity. Additionally, correlation 
and one-way ANOVA analysis with demographic and learning-related variables con-
firmed the criterion-related validity. Cross-validation was confirmed by using dif-
ferent samples in three studies. In this study, four factors were identified to explain 
the social presence construct, and a scale consisting of 19 items was developed with 
reliability and validity tests. Furthermore, the social presence tool developed for 
this study is recommended for use in a remote higher education setting. The instru-
ment can measure students’ perceptions about social presence in a distance learning 
environment. Table 2 provides an illustration of social presence dimensions.

Table 2. Social presence dimensions

Construct Description
Social presence the specific awareness of relations among the members in a mediated communication 

environment and the degree of proximity and affiliation formed through it (Kim, 2011)

Mutual attention  
and support

participants’ feeling interdependence, as well as support, in their learning, basically as 
an extension of being attentive to each other

Sense 
of community

participants’ feeling to perceive the usefulness of community support and satisfaction 
of collective effort and cooperation

Open  
communication

where participants pursue knowledge through critical discourses

Affective  
Collectiveness

feeling of psychological and social connectedness, is the degree to which participants 
express intimacy and warmth, through which they can regain psychological presence 
that might be, respectively, reduced in a mediated environment
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2.5	 Cognitive presence

The degree to which a lecturer and students in a research community can 
construct and affirm meaning through prolonged dialogue is defined as cognitive 
presence [31]. It is the “extent to which learners are able to construct and confirm 
meaning through sustained reflection and discourse” [31]. It is an important com-
ponent of online learning settings for it encourages critical thinking skills and active 
learning among students. Consequently, teachers must create and support online 
conversations that foster prolonged debate and knowledge building. Cognitive pres-
ence shares similarity with social presence in that both involve interaction through 
ideas, feelings, beliefs, and societal impacts, rather than focusing on students’ per-
sonal characteristics. When students engage in discussions where they demonstrate 
their understanding, and observe correlations, they actively acquire cognitive pres-
ence. Having a clear understanding of what students know and how they acquire 
it lays the groundwork for tailoring the learning experience to meet their specific 
needs. By understanding student’s objectives, instructor can adjust the class to suit 
their requirements and interests. Setting clear goals and objectives for the class can 
help students maintain focus and inspired throughout the learning process.

3	 METHOD

3.1	 Research instruments

In this study, data was collected through a questionnaire based on [12] and students’ 
reflective notes. The survey was completed online using Google Forms. The question-
naire was available in both English and Vietnamese language. A five-point Likert scale 
was utilized to gather the data, with the following response options: “5 = strongly agree, 
4 = agree, 3 = neither agree nor disagree, 2 = disagree, and 1 = strongly disagree” [7]. 
Table 3 illustrates questions related to social presence constructs.

Table 3. Social presence construct questions

Construct Description

Social presence Questions 1 to 19 [12]

Mutual attention and support Questions 1 to 6 [12]

Sense of community Questions 7 to 10 [12]

Open communication Questions 11 to 14 [12]

Affective collectiveness Questions 15 to 19 [12]

Cognitive presence Question 20 to 31 [32]

3.2	 Research sampling

The participants in this study were undergraduates who had prior experience 
with online learning. Convenience sampling, which involves selecting participants 
based on availability or ease of access, was employed, as it is a widely used method 
in research studies. For the collection of undergraduate students’ reflective notes, a 
purposive sampling technique was used. Note that the participants in the quantita-
tive method were different from those in the qualitative method.
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3.3	 Convergent mixed methods design

Data analysis in this design consists of three phases. First, the quantitative statis-
tical results were analyzed. Second, the qualitative database was analyzed by cod-
ing the data into themes using thematic analysis. Third, the databases integrated. 
The quantitative results were reported, followed by a discussion of the qualitative 
findings to either confirm or disconfirm the statistical results.

3.4	 Research procedures

The researcher developed two separate instruments to collect quantitative and 
qualitative data on the topic of interest. Each dataset was independent of the other. 
The researcher analyzed the two datasets separately. Subsequently, the researcher 
merged the results from both datasets for comparison and transformation. The 
researcher interpreted the findings to ascertain the degree to which they confirmed 
or disconfirmed each other.

First, the quantitative data were analyzed, followed by the analysis of qualitative 
data. A survey was sent to students who had experienced studying online at a univer-
sity in Vietnam. After two months, 115 responses were received for analysis. The quan-
titative data was collected from the survey results and analyzed by a statistical software.

After the quantitative data had been collected and analyzed, 22 participants 
agreed to participate in a qualitative study by providing written reflections on online 
learning based on their convenience and availability within 45 minutes. Upon com-
pletion, reflective notes were sent to the researcher for data analysis. The qualitative 
data was then analyzed using thematic analysis, which is a method used to identify 
patterns and themes in qualitative data.

3.5	 Data collection and analysis

To address research question 1, the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences 
(SPSS) version 25 was utilized. The reliability of the questionnaire was assessed 
using Cronbach’s alpha. [7] noted that the process for data analysis was primarily 
obtained through preparing the datasets, investigating and analyzing the data, rep-
resenting the data analysis, and validating the data. This study employed Pearson 
correlation and Multiple Linear Regression for the quantitative data.

Thematic analysis [5] was used for the qualitative data. Twenty percent of the 
transcription was sent to two independent coders for coding with a predefined 
theme scheme. Subsequently, two independent coders identified themes based on 
the nature of the data. The intercoders reached an agreement on 90 percent of the 
coding themes. Maintaining consistency in coding was recommended to ensure 
qualitative reliability [14].

4	 RESULTS

4.1	 Responses related to research question 1

Table 4 illustrates the reliability and means of social presence constructs. 
Cronbach’s alpha for the social presence constructs was α = .946, which indicates 
that the scales were highly reliable.
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Table 4. Reliability and means of social presence constructs

Construct Description Reliability

Mutual Attention and Support (MAS) Questions 1 to 6 .741

Sense of Community (SC) Questions 7 to 10 .836

Open Communication (OC) Questions 11 to 14 .921

Affective Collectiveness (AC) Questions 15 to 19 .927

Cognitive Presence (CP) Question 20 to 31 .992

Table 5 presents correlations between social presence dimensions and cognitive 
presence. The results indicates that sense of community, open communication, and 
affective collectiveness are correlated to cognitive presence (sig = .000). However, 
one social presence dimension, mutual attention and support was not correlated 
to cognitive presence (sig = .081), which indicate that it was not a key dimension to 
contribute to cognitive presence.

Table 5. Correlations between social presence dimensions and cognitive presence

Correlations

MAS SC OC AC CP

MAS Pearson Correlation 1 .599** .413** .257** .163

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .006 .081

N 115 115 115 115 115

SC Pearson Correlation .599** 1 .760** .728** .668**

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000

N 115 115 115 115 115

OC Pearson Correlation .413** .760** 1 .885** .888**

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000

N 115 115 115 115 115

AC Pearson Correlation .257** .728** .885** 1 .947**

Sig. (2-tailed) .006 .000 .000 .000

N 115 115 115 115 115

CP Pearson Correlation .163 .668** .888** .947** 1

Sig. (2-tailed) .081 .000 .000 .000

N 115 115 115 115 115

Note: **Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

4.2	 Responses related to research question 2

Table 6 displays the outcomes of the backward multiple regression analysis‘s pre-
dictive variables. R2 = .446 indicates that a sense of community accounts for 44.6% 
of the variation in the dependent variable, cognitive presence and that R2 has a 
significant explanatory power (F = 90.959).
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Table 6. Model summary (sense of community and cognitive presence)

Change Statistics

Model R R2 Adjusted  
R2

SE of 
the Estimated

R2 
Change

F 
Change df 1 df 2 Sig. F  

Change

1 .668a .446 .441 1.57588 .446 90.959 1 113 .000

Note: aPredictors: (Constant), SC.

Table 7 shows the results of the predictive variable, open communication, 
with R2 = .789, which suggests that 78.9% of the variance in cognitive presence is 
explained by open communication, and that R2 has a significant explanatory power 
(F = 422.926).

Table 7. Model summary (open communication and cognitive presence)

Change Statistics

Model R R2 Adjusted  
R2

SE of 
the Estimated

R2 
Change

F 
Change df 1 df 2 Sig. F  

Change

1 .888a .789 .787 .97217 .789 422.926 1 113 .000

Note: aPredictors: (Constant), OC.

R2 = .896, indicates that affective collectiveness can explain 89.6% of the variation 
in the dependent variable (cognitive present), and R2 has strong explanatory power 
(F = 978.44). Table 8 provides illustration for it.

Table 8. Model Summary (affective collectiveness and cognitive presence)

Change Statistics

Model R R2 Adjusted  
R2

SE of 
the Estimated

R2 
Change

F 
Change df 1 df 2 Sig. F  

Change

1 .947a .896 .896 .68123 .896 978.440 1 113 .000

Note: aPredictors: (Constant), AC.

Based on the multiple regressions, a path analysis model is presented in Figure 1.

Mutual Attention and Support

Sense of Community

Open Communication

Affective Collectiveness

Cognitive presence

Sig. > .005

Sig. < .005, R2 = .446

Sig. < .005, R
2  = .789

Sig. <
 .0

05, R
2  = .8

96

Fig. 1. Social presence and cognitive presence model
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The findings reveal that affective collectiveness (R2 = .896) is the key social 
dimension to contribute to cognitive, followed by open communication (R2 = .789), 
and sense of community (R2 = .446).

4.3	 Responses related to research question 3

The findings revealed that the participants experienced social presence constructs 
in online learning. Twenty-two participants mentioned silence as an important 
component of social presence.

Mutual attention and support. The findings revealed that participants felt 
connected to and supported others in a particular group. They were observed to be 
paying close attention to one another.

Everyone in the group will listen attentively to the teacher‘s lecture, they are 
diligent, eager to learn new knowledge. (S8)

I have two friends in the last two English courses. They are quite approachable, 
so we get along easily. We try to pass the test and help each other in lessons. (S9)

Sense of community. The participants gained experience working in groups 
and recognized the value of community support. They may seek assistance from the 
group’s community. Working in groups helped the participants to realize the value 
of relying on community assistance. They could understand better the influence of a 
supportive community through group cooperation, as they witnessed how beneficial 
it might be to depend on one another for assistance through their work.

When I have a difficult question, I don‘t understand, just message the group and 
my friends will point and find a way to help me right away. (S11)

The thing that makes me most interested is the cheerfulness and harmony of a 
new group, not afraid to touch, close and make me feel like I am in a family of only 
close brothers, I am very happy and proud of my current class. (S6)

Open communication. In constructive conversation, participants found it chal-
lenging to interact with others. When they went online, they chose to turn off their 
microphones and cameras, and refused to respond to teachers’ queries or engage 
in vocal interaction with others. They believed that much of the silence in online 
learning posed several challenges for instructors who want them to participate in 
meaningful discourse.

My friends don’t say anything, or they are silent, but I still feel others’ presence 
in online class. (S17)

She rarely talks when taking online classes and also seldom talks or interacts 
with teachers and classmates. (S18)

But when studying online, I do not know why they often keep silent and do not 
say anything. (S22)

Affective collectiveness. Participants reported that they perceived the presence 
of their peers for the majority of their silent hour in online learning. They believed 
that their classmates were present and paying close attention to the lecturers. 
However, some expressed negative thoughts when their peers remained silent 
during online learning.
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So, no matter how silent or silent they are, I can still feel that they are watching 
me. What I want them to understand is that I don‘t expect everyone to be present, 
but that I trust that on the other side of the computer screen there will be a figure 
listening and watching me. And I can totally feel it. (S17)

Every time I learn online at a coffee shop with my friends. I see my friends so 
hard to learn, I‘m pretty upset about that. I cannot. (S15)

I think I sense the presence of online learners in the classroom when they say 
nothing, or they are silent. Because in my opinion, it is not because they do not 
respect the teacher, but perhaps most of those people always listen to the teacher‘s 
lecture and for some reasons such as being lazy to speak, afraid to communicate, 
or do not know what to say when the teacher asks so they keep quiet. (S20)

5	 DISCUSSIONS

These findings indicate that mutual attention and support, a dimension of social 
presence, did not have a significant impact on cognitive presence. This study sug-
gests that while mutual attention and support may be significant for engagement, 
they may not necessarily enhance the quality of cognitive presence or improve 
learning outcomes. Further research is required to explore the complex relationship 
between different dimensions of social and cognitive presence in online learning 
environments.

The quantitative data confirms that affective collectiveness is the most frequently 
mentioned aspect in students’ experiences through silence. Therefore, educators 
should consider incorporating moments of silence or reflection into their online 
courses to enhance social presence and foster a feeling of psychological and social 
connectedness among students. This can lead to a more positive and engaging learn-
ing experience for them.

Educators can help students feel more engaged and supported in their online 
learning environment by creating a space that encourages both social and personal 
connections. This study argues that silence in online learning should not be per-
ceived as emptiness or nothing, but rather as a meaningful form of social presence 
mediated by silence. Lecturers should be open to reconsidering the role of students’ 
silence in online learning, recognizing that silence can have various meanings and 
should not be seen as non-participation. Therefore, creating a learning environment 
where students feel connected within a group is significant for instructors.

The study showed that students have difficulties with communication and under-
standing in the context of online group activities due to the lack of physical contact. 
The findings also indicated that most students lack the necessary skills and knowl-
edge to collaborate effectively in online group activities. This raises the issue of 
whether instructors should design online group work solely for online learning or 
simply one-way interactions. As a result, instructors should take proactive measures 
to ensure that students understand and can engage in effective communication 
with each other in the context of online group activities. Instructors must, therefore, 
provide sufficient guidance to ensure that students can use collaborative tools and 
strategies for successful online group work. Instructors can address this issue by 
providing online activities to facilitate student connections.

Students seem not to have many online group activities to facilitate closer con-
nections among them. As a result, students may not feel connected when working 
in groups; leading to challenges while studying online. The findings indicated that 
students require clarity in expressing their opinions and engaging in meaningful 
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interactions with others. They may not receive feedback or opportunities for nego-
tiating meaning, which can hinder their ability to ensure their comments are 
understood by others. The aforementioned observations suggest that affective 
collectiveness reaches its lowest point when students do not share their own stories 
or are influenced by others. Students may work and solve problems independently 
or be used to working individually rather than collaborating in groups. Therefore, 
they lack the necessary relationships and skills to work effectively while engaging 
in online learning.

Silence can be regarded as an important component of social presence, which 
can be referred as “silence-mediated social presence.” Most students acknowledge 
the presence of silence in online learning. Silence has long been characterized 
as the behavior of people who do not begin the conversation and a situation in 
which people are afraid to communicate or have the desire to talk but do not act 
on it. In educational research, silence has been interpreted as a sign of’ disinterest 
or non-participation in instructional content and duties [6]. It might appear as stu-
dents’ difficulty or unwillingness to answer questions, ask questions, declare their 
understanding, aid others in understanding, and challenge others’ ideas. Yet, verbal 
interaction has attracted more attention than silence, perhaps because students’ 
speech output is valued as the success of language learners and towards students’ 
advancement. However, [3] suggests that “the occurrence of inner speech in the 
learner’s system deserves to be considered as a type of production, especially when 
ideas or thoughts are taking shape in mind” (p. 18). Students choose to be silent in 
spite of the lecturers’ encouragement. Yet, silence is not emptiness because it is lived. 
However, it might result from students’ decisions not to do, or connect with others. 
Therefore, the nature of silence in online learning should be revisited to understand 
how silence influences the learning experience.

6	 CONCLUSION

Social presence plays an important role in online engagement, online conversa-
tion, and cooperation with other course participants as it is perceived as indicators 
of students’ active participation in the learning process [2] [21]. Students perceived 
social presence constructs such as anonymity, instructor immediacy, and their inter-
action to be important in establishing the level of connectedness within the online 
classes. Consequently, creating an atmosphere of social presence is essential for stu-
dents to feel connected to their instructors and other students within the virtual 
learning environment.

Students may experience the presence of others and engage in collaboration with 
others during group work in somewhat passive ways. However, one of the chal-
lenges in online learning is facilitating open communication. As a result, instructors 
must take an active role in creating and maintaining social presence by actively 
encouraging discussion among students, giving timely feedback on assignments, and 
by providing support. By establishing social presence, instructors can help students 
not only feel connected to their classmates and instructors but also create a sense 
of community within the online learning environment. Students make no mention 
of online learning discourse in the context described. They may struggle to answer 
instructors’ questions and may have limited opportunities for free negotiation with 
their peers.
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Students perceived others’ attention and support, especially in their group work, 
they feel that their opinions are valued. However, most students did not mention 
online group activities that encouraged collaborative work. As such, the importance 
of online collaboration in a learning setting still needs to be fully acknowledged. 
Students need to have opportunities for engaging in online group activities. This study 
suggests that instructors should make appropriate decisions about group members 
when designing group activities, aiming to support students’ active engagement in 
these activities. Additionally, instructors should use online platforms in groups to 
help them to bond with their peers. This recommendation aligns with [1], consider-
ing the lack of physical contact and the inherent nature of online discussions.

Furthermore, to maximize student collaboration in a learning environment, 
instructors should provide feedback on how the team is doing and how it could 
improve. In addition to those measures, instructors should offer rewards for collab-
oration through recognition, additional credit, and/or group prizes. It is suggested to 
use online platforms as a study [16] by using mediating tools.

All students mention silence as a part of their learning. For many students, silence 
is an essential part of the learning process. Silence is suggested as a mediated social 
presence. It can be interpreted as a form of social presence, an acknowledgment of 
the presence of others in the learning environment. Although silence is not consid-
ered a form of dialogue or communication, it still provides the opportunity for indi-
viduals to process and reflect on their learning. Silent presence can be an important 
part of the learning process, offering learners the opportunity to reflect on what is 
being taught and create meaningful connections. Instructors should see silence as 
having a positive meaning in learning. Students can negotiate with others silently, 
talk to others silently by messaging in groups or absorb knowledge. Instructors 
should understand the nature of silence in order to provide sufficient pedagogy to 
have effective teaching in online learning.
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