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Abstract

This paper analyses the interplay of social presence and educational technology,
from a social constructivist perspective, to question the current determinism
prevailing in the literature. Taking an online distance course implemented in
Finland as its case, the study reveals how students negotiate the way they share
visual cues and personal background and experiences. Thereby, it critically
examines the impetus to create more social presence through visual cues and
personal information, by highlighting some of the ethical implications.
Moreover, the study reveals that text-based online discussions occurring in
forums provides more space for students to participate in discussions than
webinars, despite being negatively perceived by students. The study also shows
how students and instructors’ practices have the potential to re-shape the way
technologies are used in online distance education, to eventually reach more
equity between students’ and teachers’ presences.
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presence

Introduction

Online distance education, defined as a mode of instruction using online technologies to
operate at a distance, considerably expanded in the last decades. It led to its massification
and the emergence of new actors such as traditional on-campus universities (Kaplan &
Haenlein, 2016; Griesbaum, 2017). These processes were exemplified and accelerated
during the Covid19 pandemic. This brought new evidence of the need to re-think the way
our social experiences of learning are transformed when moved online. In this vein,
researchers analysed online social interactions and more specifically social presence,
defined as the sense of being there with others in a mediated environment (Heeter, 1992).
Social presence was seen as a mean to limit the feeling of isolation experienced by online
students (Aragon, 2003). The strategies identified to promote social presence ranged from
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the creation of personal profiles, the incorporation of audio and visual cues, the
participation in and initiation of online discussions, or the share of personal experiences
(ibid.). Undoubtedly, the general incentive for social presence in online learning was
influenced by broader trends towards more self-disclosure on the internet, with potential
ethical issues.

A review of the literature found that research on social presence and educational
technologies was characterized by a lack of theorization and by deterministic views, often
due to prevailing instrumental concerns. Conceptual confusion was visible in research on
social presence, which was not clearly defined in many research pieces (Lowenthal &
Snelson, 2017). Moreover, to address practical concerns, researchers examined what social
presence did, in other words, its effect on learning, rather than what it was. More generally,
deterministic accounts of social presence defined it as the extent to which the “illusion of
direct experience was created” (Kehrwald, 2010; p.40). It then did not recognize that
realities, whether online or not, were never “passively received and registered by social
actors” (Mantovani & Riva, 1999; p.4). Other research works focused on the way students
projected themselves as “authentic and unique person(s)” (Lowenthal & Snelson, 2017;
p.149). Thereby, they disregarded that the way personal experiences and background
information were shared varied from a context to another. On the contrary, according to
the impression management theory, individuals “adjust(ed) their behavior in an ongoing
dynamic relationship with other players” (Houtman, Makos, & Meacock, 2014; p.422).

As for technologies, their lack of theorization in the literature was regularly outlined by
some authors (Jones & Czerniewicz, 2011; Issroff & Scanlon, 2002; Bennett & Oliver, 2011;
Phillips, Kennedy, & McNaught, 2012). For instance, many empirical research did not refer
to any theory (Hew et al., 2019; Bulfin et al., 2013). This was because the literature was
geared towards instrumental rather than theoretical purposes. Many research pieces aimed
to improve online practices (Phillips Kennedy & McNaught, 2012; Bennett & Oliver, 2011).
Others evaluated online distance education before closely examining what it was (Luppicin
& Lin, 2012). Moreover, many research works implicitly reproduced positivistic,
essentialist and realistic perspectives (Oliver, 2013; Hamilton & Friesen, 2013). They
considered technology as an “autonomous force beyond social agency” (Batteau &
Jazayeri, 2018; p.2).

This paper presents some of the results from the author’s thesis, submitted in August 2020,
as part of the master’s degree on international and comparative education, at Stockholm
University. The thesis offered an alternative to the way social presence and educational
technologies were traditionally considered in the literature, by applying a social
constructivist lens. According to social constructivism, social realities did not exist outside
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individuals’ continuous interpretation and were shaped by interactions with others as well
as historical and cultural norms (Creswell & Poth, 2007). It followed that individuals had
the agency to shape educational technologies and social presence, but they were
constrained by the environment, including its materiality because the distribution of
agency varied in different learning situations. The study aimed to analyse how social
presence was performed and negotiated by students and instructors through their uses of
educational technologies. The study was guided by the following research question: how
was social presence socially constructed through technologies across different online
learning activities by instructors and students in an online distance course? To answer it,
the study followed a case-study design, taking as a case an online distance course designed
and implemented by the University of Oulu, Finland, and a network of Finnish universities
(UniPID). The course in English was offered to international, national and exchange
students enrolled in one of the network’s universities. Students were encouraged to
critically examine global education development and its post- / de-colonial implications.
The course took place on Moodle, a learning management system and used other
technologies, such as Zoom, a web-conferencing software. The course comprised of
individual learning activities along with online text-based discussions in Moodle forums
and webinars, on Zoom, among others. After introducing the rationale of the study, the
presentation will now move to defining the methodology of the research. The results will
be later presented and discussed.

Methods

This research project pursued a comparative qualitative research strategy with basic
descriptive statistics, thus introducing elements of mixed-methods. It focused on the
analysis of one case, informed by multiple data sources. The course was chosen because it
was running for the first time, turning this research into an opportunity to reflect on its
implementation. Besides, the Finnish context was interesting for being representative of
current international trends in higher education. In particular, this course exemplified the
ongoing efforts to internationalize the Finnish higher education system in the last decades
(Haapakoski & Stein, 2018). On the other hand, the Finnish context is characterized by a
certain uniqueness: Finland now benefits from remarkable internet infrastructures
(OECD, 2017; McGrath & Akerfeldt, 2019). It explains why most of the study participants
were using electronic devices for educational purposes on a daily basis, according to survey
questionnaires. Besides, in its current policies, the country partly contrasts with the
ongoing marketization and corporatization in higher education, as it partly taps on the
welfare state model (Ursin, 2019). In addition, the study had comparative elements: social
presence was compared across different online learning activities that occurred during the
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course. The qualitative comparative method elaborated by Palmberger and Gingrich (2014)
was used.

Twenty-one students agreed to participate in the research project and signed a consent
form, out of the sixty-five students enrolled in the course. Multiple data sources were
collected, including observations of interactions and learning activities, survey
questionnaires, students’ learning diaries, course material, and six semi-structured
interviews with students. Observations were the main data sources and provided insights
on the interactions that occurred during specific learning activities, such as the forum
discussions or the webinars. Observations were completed with interviews and students’
learning diaries, to shade light on students’ perceptions. Survey questionnaires and course
materials were also used to contextualize the study, in particular its population and its
pedagogy. The data was analysed using content and interaction analysis as well as basic
descriptive statistics. Quality was ensured using Tracy’s (2010) eight criteria for qualitative
research and the study complied with procedural ethics, in particular, the Swedish Good
Research Practices (Vetenskapsradet, 2017) and the Finnish Ethical principles of research
with human participants and ethical review in the human sciences in Finland (TENK,
2019).

Results

In the study, social presence was addressed in its multiple dimensions. In particular, the
results enlightened three aspects of social presence: the extent and the way (a) personal
background information and experiences and (b) sensory inputs were shared and
interpreted, as well as (c) one demonstrated and interpreted active presence through
participation.

To begin with, in the literature, sharing personal background information and experiences
was often seen as beneficial to social presence. Following this principle, in an introductory
activity, students were asked to introduce themselves to the group in a discussion forum.
The comparison of their introduction showed that participants emphasized their
institutional belonging and their educational experiences, rather than other aspects of their
identity. They were influenced by the academic norms embedded in the learning context
and manifested in the activity’s instructions. Also, the way participants introduced
themselves was shaped by group dynamics, as noted by an interviewee: “I think, we did it
in the introductory part, we discussed ourselves, we put pictures of ourselves. And to be
honest, this is because somebody did it at the beginning and I am pretty sure then
everybody started to copy because this is a social thing” (extract from the interviews).
Those dynamics explained the homogeneity found in students’ introductions. Students
could read others’ posts and be thus influenced by them. However, some participants’
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introductions stood out from the group because they were shaped by specific subjective
and culturally situated meanings. For instance, only one participant referred to personal
experiences and provided gender-related information: “I use they/them pronouns” (extract
from the introductory activity). This participant also mentioned being familiar with gender
studies, which explained a higher sensitivity to this issue. Consequently, the findings
demonstrated that participants did not freely project their selves in the group. Social
presence in this activity was a negotiation between culturally-situated and subjective
meanings, interactions with others and academic norms.

Secondly, sharing visual cues was often praised for increasing social presence. In the
course, along with their introductions, students could publish “a picture of themselves or
of something that represents themselves” (extract from the course materials). Comparing
these pictures enabled to highlight that the medium, here the photograph, did not
determine participants’ social presence. The majority of students shared a picture in which
they were easily identifiable, such as selfies. Yet, in four cases, several individuals were
represented in the photographs, making it harder to identify the participants. One picture
particularly stood out because it purposively maintained anonymity: “I choose to not
appear in photographs. Instead, I chose some picture cards from my material stash”
(extract from the introductory activity). Interestingly, the same participant indicated “I
prefer not to say” to the question about gender, in the survey questionnaire. In the picture
that was published, the social presence displayed, defined here as subjectivity, did not
present any unity. It was a composition of four photographs, representing various
individuals and conveying different narratives. Therefore, the analysis of the photographs
published in the course highlighted that, despite the current impetus to produce
identifiable representations, exemplified by selfies and social network practices, students
differently negotiated the degree of visual cues they want to share in the photographs.

Thirdly, the study compared students’ and instructors’ presence in online text-based
discussions, occurring in forums, and during webinars organized through Zoom. The
findings indicated that technologies were not the only determinant of the way students and
instructors participated and shared of sensory inputs. In forum discussions, students’
presence, understood as participation, was higher than instructors’ presences, although it
fluctuated. However, several interviewees negatively reflected on discussion boards and
students progressively disengaged with them. Interviewees mentioned that they failed at
reproducing real discussions. However, no consensus existed between interviewees on
what a real discussion was. Similarly, observations revealed that students’ uses of forum
discussions differed: some took it as a space for discussions, others as a space to publish
their individual essay. There was no group consensus on what a legitimate use was. This
explained why students progressively disengaged with the activity. Another element
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explained the already mentioned disengagement and shed lights on the risks when
students’ and instructors’ participation was unbalanced. Forums tended to shift the
workload from instructors to students, as the later became the main drivers of the
discussion. Despite being an efficient solution to decrease academic workload, it could
create an unequal repartition, to which students could react by disengaging in the
discussions.

In webinars, instructors’ presences prevailed. They drove the discussion occurring through
video and were the main ones to appear in the camera. On the contrary, students were
reluctant in participating in the main discussion. They took over the chat functionalities
as an alternative way to participate, despite instructors’ efforts to engage them in the
discussion through video. It was due to material constraints as Zoom gave stage on the
screen to one participant at a time, that was the prevalent voice and sound. It thus
emphasized the speaker. This technological feature may have intimidated students.
Besides, the space left to participate in the discussion was smaller in webinars, compared
to discussion forums. As a consequence, although Zoom provided more sensory inputs in
theory, in practice, it did not distribute them equally but based on existing academic
hierarchies that favoured instructors. To summarize, text-based online discussions
provided more space for students to participate in the learning activities, while webinars
favoured instructors’ presence.

Discussion

The analysis of participants’ introductions was in line with research on the social
construction of identity and the theory of impression management. Self-representations
varied from a context to another, through the influence of social interactions and norms
embedded in specific contexts. However, this study showed how, in the context of low
social presence, such as the introductory activity in which students interacted for the first
time, students tended to produce presentations of themselves, in compliance with
academic norms, to avoid standing out.

In the photographs posted for the introductory activity, students negotiated their degree of
visibility and identifiability. The anonymity provided by the online environment opened
up possibilities for deconstructed representations of the self. This finding was in line with
research showing how anonymity in online learning environments could encourage re-
embodiments (Belk, 2016) or set conditions for students to filter out some information by
reducing the share of visual cues (Oztok, 2013). However, the analysis of photographs also
showed that they were broadly used as conveyers of visual cues. It revealed the influence
of widely spread practices of image sharing on social networking sites (Zappavigna, 2016).
Nowadays, space for a blurred and ambiguous identity to be displayed on the internet is
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increasingly reduced (Floridi, 2012, as cited in Belk, 2013; p.487). Individuals are more and
more encouraged to share visual cues and information to identify them. Throughout the
introductory activity, it was exemplified in the way most photographs represented
participants as the focus of the photographs, in clearly identifiable ways, often in the form
of portrays or selfies. Attempts to augment visual cues raised ethical issues as it emphasized
visual cues as the main determinant for social presence, with risks of conveying prejudices.

The findings questioned the belief that video-conferencing tools created more direct
experience, compared to forums by showing that in both cases, social presence was
negotiated. Online forums gave more space for students’ presence, while webinars
favoured instructors’ presence. This fact is illuminating by those technologies’ genesis.
Online forums were originally compared to a virtual agora as they opened up a space of
democratization (Street & Wright, 2007; Papacharissi, 2002). On the contrary, Zoom was
first produced for business meetings. The way it distributed participants’ presences was
more unequal. Yet, the study showed that students negatively appraised forum discussions.
Students’ ways of participating in webinars tended to reproduce academic hierarchies. This
corroborated with students’ tendencies to endorse conventional learning habitus (Costa
et al., 2018). Even if technologies and pedagogies can open avenues for emancipatory
learning practices, they are not the main determinant of students’ practices. The latter are
strongly influenced by academic traditions that provide a stable framework in which
students are familiar to navigate. For alternatives uses to emerged, instructors and students
need to learn how tools can be utilized and agree on the way they should be used. In
addition, alternative uses also occurs within the limits of material and structural
constraints. The two technologies compared in this study, Zoom and Moodle, differ in
terms of flexibility. Moodle, for instance is open source and more adaptable. However,
configuring it requires time and expertise, two elements that can contradict the imperative
of efficiency and the industrialization of educational technologies, that are at the core of
current trends in online distance education. Finally, encouraging students’ to demonstrate
active social presence should be critically reflected upon. It could overburden students, and
could even become a tool for surveillance and control. Signalling one’s presence could be
used by instructors to track participation (ibid.). This could be made even more
problematic if it occurs along with a dis-balanced participation between students and
instructors.

Conclusion

To conclude, this study helped to understand how using technologies and inhabiting the
online space could reshape social relations and learning processes. In this case, students’

and instructors’ social presences were reconfigured when moved online. However, the
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analysis also revealed how academic norms and hierarchies were sustained, even by
students themselves, especially when no consensus existed on the way technologies should
be used. Developing and agreeing on what kinds of shared digital competences is required
could be a way of building this consensus. In addition, this study highlighted some of the
ethical implications when encouraging students to increase their social presence: from
risks associated with online self-disclosures to the ones linked to inequitable and
unbalanced presences between instructors and students.
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