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Abstract 

 Social presence is a key factor in student satisfaction and success in online courses and a 

marker for whether one has an online learning experience that is engaged, vibrant, and 

connected, or simply perfunctory. Royal Roads University (RRU), located in Victoria, British 

Columbia, offers programs that are primarily delivered in a blended model; over 70% of students 

participate in virtual teams at RRU and up to 50% of assignments may involve group projects or 

team-based work. Sponsored by the director of Student Services at RRU, this action research 

project was designed to determine how to foster social presence on the virtual teams in the 

Master of Arts (MA) programs in the School of Education and Technology (SET) at Royal 

Roads University (RRU). In order to support the development of social presence, the 

commitment and participation of multiple departments is required. This research shows that a 

common organizational understanding of social presence, clear delineation of student and faculty 

roles and responsibilities in its development, as well as intentional program design and a learning 

management system (LMS) that specifically lends to interpersonal relationship building must all 

be present in order to foster the development of social presence. 
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Chapter One: Focus and Framing 

 Royal Roads University (RRU) in Victoria, British Columbia offers programs that are 

primarily delivered in a blended model consisting of short residences and fully online 

components (Royal Roads University [RRU], 2013, p. 4). Three of the key educational strategies 

of all programs at RRU are the emphasis on team-based learning, enhanced learning through 

technology, and the development of learning communities (RRU, 2017b). The Student Team 

Performance (STP) unit of Student Services has a mandate to support students throughout the 

university in their team-based learning and teamwork skills. STP holds an interest in quality 

team learning and high team performance (S. Chettleburgh, personal communication, May 16, 

2016) and building and leading effective virtual teams (T. Dyck, personal communication, April 

23, 2016).  The students in the three Master of Arts (MA) programs in the School of Education 

and Technology (SET) are supported by STP in their team based learning; this inquiry project, 

which was sponsored by STP, focused on how social presence on virtual teams in the MA 

programs in SET could be enhanced. 

 As a psychotherapist and consultant, I have a personal interest in groups and group 

relations, and as a student of the Master of Arts in Leadership program at RRU, I have firsthand 

experience in virtual team learning. As a student, I noticed differences between our virtual team 

interactions and our face-to-face interactions, and I became curious to learn more about the 

differences between traditional and virtual learning teams, as well as the interpersonal dynamics 

of virtual teams and their individual members. I began to seek opportunities where it would be 

possible to work with a department within RRU as an external researcher on this project and 

approached STP to determine whether there was a mutual interest in social interactions on virtual 

teams. The leadership of STP and I decided to approach the MA programs in SET to seek their 
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participation in this project, and it was decided that this research would serve as a pilot project to 

better understand social presence on RRU teams. My role in this inquiry was to facilitate an 

action research process with Student Services and STP to build on their existing knowledge of 

teams and virtual team learning, specifically examining social presence on virtual learning teams 

in the MA programs in SET.  

 Virtual learning teams are believed to create opportunities for students with different 

levels of knowledge and expertise to work together and engage in knowledge sharing and co-

construction (Topchyan, 2016). In this study, virtual teams were considered to be:  

 similar to traditional work teams in that they are made up of small numbers of 

 individuals, have a common goal to work toward, and need to develop work protocols 

 and supportive relationships in order to function effectively; they differ from face-to-face 

 teams in that the interactions of the dispersed members’ need to rely heavily on 

 computer-mediated communication. (Yoon & Johnson, 2008, p. 596)  

As will be shown in Chapter Two, social presence is perhaps the most popular construct used to 

understand and describe the social interactions of people in online learning environments 

(Lowenthal, 2010), however there is no single agreed upon definition of it. The evolving 

understanding and definition of social presence was explored both in the literature review and 

with project participants. 

 This research project was based on the following inquiry and sub-questions: How might 

the Master of Arts (MA) programs in the School of Education and Technology (SET) at Royal 

Roads University (RRU) foster the development of social presence in their virtual learning 

teams? Specifically: 

1.     How is social presence currently understood in SET virtual teams? 
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2.     What core factors influence and enhance social presence on the MA virtual teams in SET?  

3.     What responsibility does the SET student have in cultivating social presence on their virtual 

teams? 

4.     What role does the SET instructor have in cultivating social presence on the virtual teams 

they lead? 

5.     What changes are needed to better support the development of social presence on SET    

virtual teams? 

Significance of the Inquiry  

 Given that over 70% of students participate in virtual teams at RRU (RRU, 2013), STP 

was interested in exploring how to optimize the functioning of virtual teams in order to enhance 

student learning and remain competitive in the postsecondary virtual learning market (K. 

McLeod, personal communication, May 6, 2016). McLeod indicated, “RRU is highly motivated 

to differentiate themselves from other post-secondary institutions in the area of online learning” 

as “a number of well-established institutions are continuing to increase their focus on online 

learning, an area where Royal Roads has had a limited number of direct competitors in the past” 

(RRU, 2013, p. 6).  

 The key internal stakeholders to this action research project were the leadership and 

employees of STP as well as the leadership and faculty in SET. With their strong knowledge of 

teams and team functioning, STP supports students in their work on teams, and could benefit 

from an increased understanding of what they can do to foster a strong sense of social presence 

on virtual teams. The program heads of the MA programs in SET as well as the core and 

associate faculty may also benefit from this project. Coghlan and Brannick (2014) offered 

“action research builds on the past and takes place in the present, with a view to shaping the 
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future” (p. 9); participation of faculty members in this research process allows them a voice in 

determining how they feel social presence can be fostered on the future virtual teams they will be 

leading. Team-based learning is a core component of the RRU Learning and Teaching Model 

(Hamilton, Marquez & Agger-Gupta, 2013).   

  The Centre for Teaching & Educational Technologies (CTET) is considered an external 

stakeholder as they provide services to the RRU community in support of curriculum and 

teaching excellence, and lead the evolution and operations for technology-enabled teaching and 

learning (RRU, 2017c). CTET is in the position to inform possible changes to curriculum 

activities, advise instructors on related assignment and course design, and provide the subsequent 

necessary technological support. Students are also external stakeholders in this project and could 

benefit from the increased supports and resources that STP may be able to implement as a result 

of the research findings.  

 This action research is timely for two of reasons. Firstly, there has been a growing 

interest from faculty to learn more about team-based processes (K. McLeod, personal 

communication, May 17, 2016). Secondly, social presence is now a central concept in online 

learning (Lowenthal, 2010) and a key element for enhancing and fostering learning interactions 

in online classrooms (Wei & Chen, 2012). STP is committed to understanding and enhancing the 

student learning experience in virtual teams (T. Dyck, personal communication, April 29, 2016); 

research that offers insights into the social presence of SET virtual teams may also provide STP 

with valuable data that they can incorporate into their work within other RRU programs. 

 If this research is not undertaken at this time, STP will miss a critical opportunity to 

examine the current research on interpersonal processes of virtual teams and how social presence 

can enhance the collaborative learning experience of virtual teams. A robust study on social 
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presence, paired with recommendations on how to foster this presence on virtual teams, could 

assist RRU to continue to position themselves at the forefront of online learning institutions. 

Additionally, the need for evidence as to the merits of team based learning to present to faculty, 

and contracted instructors in particular, has been identified. “If we don’t have evidence-based 

work that supports the effectiveness of team experiences, it could be fairly easy to dismiss team 

learning initiatives and would be harder to get the buy in [for team based learning] from certain 

programs” (K. McLeod, personal communication, July 4, 2016). This project could provide some 

evidence-based data for faculty as to the merits of team learning as well as the interpersonal and 

technological processes necessary for collaborative online learning. 

Organizational Context  

 Founded in 1995, RRU has been a leader in developing innovative and high-quality 

instructional approaches that facilitate team-based learning (Hamilton et al., 2013). Located in 

Victoria, BC, RRU has a student population of 5,300 and 400 full and part time faculty members. 

RRU’s mandate is to offer certificate, diploma and degree programs at the undergraduate and 

graduate levels in the applied and professional fields, to provide continuing education in 

response to the needs of the local community, and to maintain teaching excellence and research 

activities that support the university’s programs in response to the labour market needs of British 

Columbia (RRU, 2014). RRU offers 57 programs at the doctoral, graduate, undergraduate and 

certificate level and has two faculties and one college. There are five schools (of which SET is 

one) in the Faculty of Social and Applied Sciences, and three schools in the Faculty of 

Management. The newly founded College of Interdisciplinary Studies houses first year academic 

programs as well as an interdisciplinary degree at the bachelor, master, and doctorate levels.  

Additionally, RRU has a Research and Faculty Affairs Department and a Department for Student 
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and Academic Services. Each of these units reports to the Vice-President Academic and Provost 

(VPA) (see Appendix A). RRU operates under a unicameral governance system; the Board of 

Governors sets broad administrative and academic policy and the President, as the chief 

executive officer, administers the university’s operations (RRU, 2017a).  

 RRU’s vision is to “connect people, ideas and experiences to change lives and the world” 

(RRU, 2014, p. 2). Research on virtual learning teams in a university context supports this vision 

and has the potential for a broad impact across campus; this research project looked at students 

enrolled in certificate and degree credit bearing programs at the graduate level. Online education 

will continue to expand and shape the ways in which some people learn in the 21st century 

(Wuensch, Aziz, Ozan, Kishore, & Tabrizi, 2008) and is one of the fastest growing trends in 

educational uses of technology (Means, Toyama, Murphy, & Baki, 2013). Over 70% of RRU 

students participate in online programs or blended programming (RRU, 2013) and up to 50% of 

assignments may involve group projects or team-based work (Hamilton et al., 2013). Core 

components of the RRU learning model include team-based learning, enhanced learning through 

technology, and learning in community. As articulated in the RRU Learning and Teaching 

Model (Hamilton et al., 2013), “team-based learning extends our learning community model by 

facilitating the generation of innovative strategies and solutions by groups of students who bring 

their own experiences and perspectives to bear on the problem or issue under study” (p. 24). 

Learning communities support the conversational, dialogical, and, therefore, socially constructed 

nature of adult learning (Hamilton et al., 2013), while technology is fundamental to the design of 

program delivery structures, and an essential component of online programming (RRU, 2013). 

Given that each school within RRU has addressed the need for teamwork differently, in this 



FOSTERING SOCIAL PRESENCE ON VIRTUAL LEARNING TEAMS	 15	

inquiry, when I refer to students and faculty, I am referring to the students and faculty of SET 

and their specific approach to team based learning. 

 RRU is committed to providing team-learning opportunities for students so they develop 

the competencies that will transform their personal and professional lives (RRU, 2014). STP 

works with the students and faculty within SET and is housed in Student Services at RRU; one 

function of their role is to support students in any challenges that arise in their team-learning 

experience. STP employs one full time coach, one part-time coach and a small team of 

contracted coaches that provide service for any additional demand. STP has an informal mission 

of supporting quality learning and high performance (K. McLeod, personal communication, May 

17, 2016). Stringer (2007) emphasized “centrally devised best practices rarely take into account 

the dynamic social and cultural forces that operate in diverse contexts in which professional 

practitioners work, and therefore place them and their clients and students in untenable 

situations” (p. 45). Recognizing the cultural diversity that exists amongst the RRU faculties, STP 

holds “a value of individuality and academic freedom, and a culture of not standardizing the 

processes” (K. McLeod, personal communication, May 17, 2016). STP is currently in the process 

of solidifying their one-year and five-year plans as well as formalizing the mission, vision, and 

values that are specific to their department. Action research that investigates social presence on 

virtual learning teams not only supports the RRU learning model that includes team-based 

learning and enhanced learning through technology, but also STP’s mission to support students 

in their team learning and performance.   

 The School of Education and Technology (SET) offers three Master of Arts (MA) 

programs. The Master of Arts in Learning and Technology (MALAT) came into being in 2006, 

and is geared towards individuals interested in the effective integration of technology and 
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learning, and is available in a purely online delivery model as well as the blended delivery model 

(RRU, 2017b). The emphasis of the MALAT program is on leading practices in learning – 

learning processes, planning for learning, designing for learning, facilitating learning, and 

assessing learning – which take place in technology-mediated environments (RRU, 2017b). This 

program has three core faculty members and eight associate faculty members, and has averaged 

28 students per cohort over the past 11 years (M. McKenzie, personal communication, July 27, 

2016). The Master of Arts in Educational Leadership and Management (MAELM) is designed to 

help educators develop a critically reflective understanding of school improvement concepts and 

research. The program is geared towards administrators and teachers within K-12 educational 

institutions who want to gain skills and credentials as leaders and managers to advance their 

current career or launch a new one (RRU, 2017d). MAELM came into existence in 2011 and 

offers a blended program to one cohort per year, with an average cohort size of 28 students 

taught by seven faculty members (M. McKenzie, personal communication, December 9, 2016). 

The newest MA program offered by offering SET is the Master of Arts in Higher Education 

Administration and Leadership (MAHEAL), which originated in 2015. The MAHEAL is also a 

blended learning program offered to one cohort annually, and has averaged 19 students and 11 

instructors since its inception (C. Dong, personal communication, December 9, 2016). This 

program prepares students to develop the skills required to work collaboratively, take a systems 

view of their organization, build enduring relationships and partnerships, make evidence-based 

decisions, think critically, plan strategically and lead meaningful educational change. MAHEAL 

also includes a Specialization in International Education for those students who wish to focus on 

leadership in international education contexts (RRU, 2017e). As mentioned previously, up to 



FOSTERING SOCIAL PRESENCE ON VIRTUAL LEARNING TEAMS	 17	

50% of assignments may involve group projects or team-based work (Hamilton et al., 2013); the 

SET percentage of team-based assignments is a maximum of 25%.  

 A typical team assignment in SET involves groups of 4 - 5 learners, in either self–

 selected teams or assigned teams, collaborating virtually using whatever technology is 

 appropriate to plan, design and develop the assignment deliverable. Some typical team 

 assignment deliverables include the creation of live or recorded presentations with 

 supporting written documentation, team debates, team led seminars, and facilitation. (E. 

 Childs, personal communication, June 7, 2017) 

The SET leadership has indicated an interest in clarifying the roles and responsibilities of 

instructors and students in cultivating social presence on their virtual teams; the SET focus on 

leading practices in virtual learning, paired with their interest in roles and responsibilities with 

respect to social presence, made it a natural fit as a pilot project for this action research project. 

Systems Analysis of the Inquiry  

 According to Coghlan and Brannick (2014), "systems thinking provides a perspective of 

viewing and understanding how a system is held together by patterns of action and interaction, 

relationships, meanings, hidden rules and the role of time" (p. 113).  Figure 1 shows the 

interrelationships between the influences impacting the system in which this inquiry is housed, 

which include STP and SET. Also under consideration is the larger RRU system, which includes 

RRU leadership, administration, faculty, associate faculty, CTET and students, as well as factors 

external to the university, such as employers and prospective students. Furthermore, a contextual 

element is included in the diagram, as the experiences and expectations that faculty and students 

bring to their online classrooms also influence the larger system. 
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Figure 1. Conceptual diagram of the organizational systems analysis of RRU. 

 Bolman & Deal (2013) created a four frame model with which to widen our approach to 

explore the systems within organizations, and identified the four frames as political, structural, 

human resources and symbolic; these four frames will be defined subsequently. Considering the 

organizational system of STP through these frames can help illuminate their current relationships 

and activities as well as areas of strength and opportunity. 
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 The political frame views organizations as political arenas that host a complex web of 

individual and group interests (Bolman & Deal, 2013). Internal systemic factors include core and 

associate faculty:  

 STP has to be very mindful to understand our boundaries and the landscape. Faculty has 

 specific political interests in maintaining their academic freedom, the expertise around 

 their subject matter, program design and the specific outcomes of that program, while 

 STP has had to become subject matter experts of teams and team learning (K. McLeod, 

 personal communication, May 17, 2016).  

 The support from senior leadership is also a factor in the system. The Vice President 

Academic & Provost (VPA) has identified “teams, team learning, and team process as a priority” 

(K. McLeod, personal communication, May 17, 2016). This support is a critical political factor 

in the system as the VPA has lead responsibility for the development and implementation of 

academic programs and student support services (RRU, 2017f).  

 There are also external political factors impacting the work of STP. RRU is facing 

increased competition from other institutions in both the areas of online learning and integrating 

team process as a learning outcome (K. McLeod, personal communication, May 17, 2016).  

Additionally, employers want to hire people who can work effectively on diverse teams (S. 

Chettleburgh, personal communication, May 17, 2016). Team skills are part of a suite of 

professional skills that employers expect graduates to have and be able to apply in the 

workplace; and educational institutions are expected to provide opportunities for the 

development of these professional skills, and to prepare students for working effectively in the 

workplace (Goold, Craig & Coldwell, 2008). Viewed through a political frame, it can be 

considered that other academic institutions, as well as the employers that hire RRU graduates, 
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are external factors impacting the system. STP holds the task of supporting the teams and team 

learning process that is desirable to prospective students and the employers who hire them. 

Considered a key educational strategy at RRU, the applied and professional focus of the 

programs underscores the importance of teaching effective team skills that have direct 

application in the workplace (Hamilton et al., 2013). Research into fostering social presence on 

virtual learning teams at RRU could provide information that would allow STP to ensure that 

students hone and develop the teamwork skills that employers are looking for from university 

graduates.  

 The human resource frame (Bolman & Deal, 2013) highlights the relationship of people 

and organizations. Due to the centralization of its services, “[STP has] been positioned to 

successfully network and connect with all schools and faculties within the system, and are more 

aptly positioned to help people understand teams, team learning, and team processes” (K. 

McLeod, personal communication, May 17, 2016). If learners perceive a high degree of social 

presence, they will engage in learning interactions, which would result in their enhanced learning 

performances in online courses (Bolliger, 2004). An inquiry into how to best foster social 

presence could strengthen the engagement of virtual learners and heighten student learning not 

only in the SET programs, but potentially in the other schools and faculties within the RRU 

system. 

The symbolic frame (Bolman & Deal, 2013) emphasizes the idea that symbols mediate 

the meaning of work, and values and vision can bring cohesiveness and clarity when mystery or 

confusion is present. Systemically, this is highly relevant when considering the work of STP; 

their values of individuality and academic freedom have contributed to a culture that strives to 

provide individualized support throughout RRU, but have also created a situation where it has 
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been difficult to define best team learning practices across the campus due to the varied needs of 

the teams in each program (S. Chettleburgh, personal communication, May 17, 2016). Research 

into social presence on virtual teams in the SET MA programs may provide STP, as a centralized 

service, an understanding of how they can foster social presence in other RRU programs, while 

still maintaining their individual values and culture.	

Overview of the Thesis 

 This thesis is comprised of five chapters. In this first chapter, I have introduced the focus 

and framing of this project and the significance it holds for STP and SET. I have also set the 

organizational context in which this inquiry is based and outlined the systemic implications this 

research may have at RRU. In the following chapter, I provide a review of the social presence 

literature that pertains to its history and definitions as well as the roles and responsibilities that 

instructors and students have in its development. I also review the literature on how intentional 

learning design and the use of technology and virtual spaces can support the development of 

social presence. In Chapter Three, I outline the action research approach with which I framed 

this inquiry, identify the project participants, detail the methods that I used to gain the research 

data, explain the procedure for data analysis, and address any ethical issues that this inquiry 

might raise. Chapter Four details the findings of the data analysis as well as the conclusions that 

resulted from them. In the final chapter, I provide a summary of the research and share the four 

recommendations that were presented to the key stakeholders, review their organizational 

implications, and suggest some opportunities for future research.  
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Chapter Two: Literature Review  

 Virtual teamwork has become a crucial process for team learning in higher education 

(Hu, 2015). This section identifies supporting literature specific to the action research inquiry 

question: How might the Master of Arts (MA) programs in the School of Education and 

Technology (SET) at Royal Roads University (RRU) foster the development of social presence 

in their virtual learning teams? This review establishes a base from which to launch the action 

research inquiry into fostering social presence on the virtual teams in SET. To aid in determining 

how to effectively accomplish this, the first topic of the literature review focuses on social 

presence on virtual teams as well as the roles and responsibilities students and instructors have in 

developing it. The second topic concentrates on intentional learning design and the use of 

technology to support the development of social presence.  

Topic One: Social Presence on Virtual Teams 

 Rationale. Social presence is a central concept in online learning (Lowenthal, 2010); the 

process of establishing and maintaining a social presence applies not only to learner participants 

but also to all participants in the online learning environment, including facilitators and subject 

matter experts (Kehrwald, 2007; Yuan & Kim, 2014). This review explores the current social 

presence literature as a building block from which to build the inquiry and inform the 

recommendations that will be presented to STP, SET, and CTET. It focuses on the evolving 

understanding of social presence and the roles and responsibilities associated with cultivating 

social presence.  

Understanding social presence. It is acknowledged that nearly everyone who writes 

about social presence seems to define it a little differently (Lowenthal, 2010). Subsequently, the 

literature on social presence is exploding as researchers continue to refine and redefine the 
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concept of virtual social presence. In order to better understand the factors that contribute to 

social presence, I will provide a brief overview of the history and definitions. 

 Definitions of social presence tend to fall on a continuum; on one end, researchers 

conceptualize social presence as the degree to which a person is perceived as being “real” and 

being “there”, while at the other end researchers tend to go beyond whether someone is 

perceived as being “present” and instead focus on whether there is an interpersonal emotional 

connection between the communicators (Lowenthal, 2012). Social presence, which drew its roots 

from computer-mediated communication (CMC), was first introduced by Short, Williams, and 

Christie (1976) and defined as “the degree of salience of the other person in the interaction and 

the consequent salience of interpersonal relationships” (p.65). Almost two decades later, 

Gunawardena (1995) situated social presence into the educational context and found that social 

presence had more to do with how people used and adapted to CMC, rather than just the qualities 

of the communication medium itself. Definitions of social presence have subtle differences that 

depend on the viewpoint of the researchers. Tu and McIsaac (2002) defined social presence as 

“the degree of feeling, perception, and reaction to another intellectual entity in the CMC 

environment” (p. 146) while that same year Picciano (2002) defined social presence as “a 

student’s sense of being in and belonging in a course and the ability to interact with other 

students and an instructor” (p. 22). Biocca and Harms (2002) described social presence as 

“moment-to-moment awareness of co-presence of a mediated body and the sense of accessibility 

of the other being's psychological, emotional, and intentional states” (p. 10), while in 2007 Rovai 

defined social presence as the students’ ability to engage socially with an online learning 

community. From the perspective of the relational lens, social presence is defined as “an 

individual’s ability to demonstrate his/her state of being in a virtual environment and so signal 
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his/her availability for interpersonal transactions” (Kehrwald, 2008, p. 94). More recently, 

Lowenthal & Dunlap (2014) described social presence as the strategies people use and the 

activities people engage in—using various asynchronous and synchronous communication 

tools—to minimize transactional distance and help students and faculty feel more involved, 

engaged, and real in online courses. 

 In the late 1990’s, Garrison, Anderson, and Archer (2000) developed the Community of 

Inquiry (CoI) framework and defined social presence as “the ability of participants in a 

community of inquiry to project themselves socially and emotionally, as “real” people (i.e., their 

full personality), through the medium of communication being used” (Garrison et al., 2000, p. 

94).  Garrison et al. also developed categories and indicators for social presence: emotional 

expression, open communication, and group cohesion; however Rourke, Anderson, Garrison and 

Archer (2001) later refined those three categories as affective responses, interactive responses, 

and cohesive responses. The CoI framework, one that has become a well-established approach to 

online and blended learning, identified the triumvirate of teaching, cognitive, and social presence 

as the central components to a successful online educational experience. 

 Although in the past years researchers have focused more on studying all three of the 

presences that together make up the CoI (Akyol, Vaughan, & Garrison, 2011; Arbaugh, Bangert, 

& Cleveland-Innes, 2010; Ke, 2010), it appears as though there is a current research interest in 

exploring social presence as a lone entity. Social presence in Richardson, Swan, Lowenthal and 

Ice’s (2016) literacy-oriented view, “serves at the center of a dynamic interplay of instructors, 

students, instructional designers, instructional strategies, technology, media, and norms coming 

together to determine the learning outcomes” (p. 480). Researchers who embody the literacy- 

oriented philosophy often employ Whiteside’s (2007) Social Presence Model (SPM). Unlike the 
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CoI model where teaching, cognitive, and social presences are interconnected, the SPM focuses 

solely on social presence. The SPM was created in an effort to provide instructors some 

assistance with pedagogy for their blended and online learning courses. The five distinct 

elements of the SPM are affective association, community cohesion, interaction intensity, 

knowledge and experience, and instructor involvement. According to Whiteside (2015), the SPM 

“sees social presence as a master conductor that synchronizes the instructor, students, norms, 

academic content, learning management system (LMS), media, tools, instructional strategies, and 

outcomes within a learning experience” (p. 11).  

 In 2008, Dow created a grounded theory model to explain the factors affecting social 

presence. The first of four categories in this model, effective dialogue, suggests instructors 

structure the learning environment to allow students to learn characteristics, attitudes, and values 

of group members. The second category, ease of use of media tools, speaks to the student 

perception that if the technology is simple to use, they will be better able to keep track of the 

feelings, beliefs, desires and intentions of everyone in the learning environment. The third 

category, transparency in computer-mediated communication, addresses the need for human 

visibility in an online learning environment. Lastly, well-structured interactions includes factors 

such as online social skills training and basic rules for engagement, understanding the features of 

the web-communication tools used in the course, overview of the course design, and high levels 

of instructor and student interaction.  

 In 2016, in the effort to address the lack of prescriptive guidance or specific instructional-

design recommendations in the CoI model, researchers Dunlap, Verma and Johnson overlaid the 

CoI framework with Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle to create the Presence + 

Experience (P + E) framework. Intended to aid in the purposeful design of presence in online 
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courses, “the P + E prescribes a systematic approach for considering (a) the design and 

organization of learning experiences; (b) the design and facilitation of student-to- student, 

student-to-instructor, and student-to-content interactions; and (c) the design and delivery of 

content/discipline- specific instruction” (p. 147).  

 There is no doubt that research supports the importance of and connection between social 

presence and virtual learning teams. It has been shown that social presence can influence 

students’ participation and motivation to participate (Swan & Shih, 2005; Tao, 2009; Tu & 

McIsaac, 2002), help establish a sense of community (Tu & McIsaac, 2002), lead to the 

development of a community of learners (Rourke et al., 2001; Rovai, 2007), and increase course 

and instructor satisfaction (Akyol & Garrison, 2008; Cobb, 2009; Gunawardena, 1995; 

Gunawardena & Zittle, 1997; Hostetter & Busch, 2006; Richardson & Swan, 2003; Swan & 

Shih, 2005). Social presence also contributes to enhanced learning performance and satisfaction 

in online courses (Bolliger, 2004; Gunawardena, 1995; Hostetter & Busch 2013; Richardson & 

Swan, 2003; Richardson et al., 2016; So & Brush, 2008), and retention in online courses (Boston 

et al., 2009).  

 However, despite the decades of research on social presence, and methods of measuring, 

assessing, and cultivating it, it should be noted that researchers have not yet identified what the 

appropriate amount of social presence should be in an online course or an accelerated online 

course (Lowenthal, 2015). As will be seen in Chapters Four and Five, this ambiguity is reflected 

in the study’s findings and conclusions.  

 Roles and responsibilities of students and instructors in developing social presence. 

While the need has been identified for educators and social media designers to consider ways in 

which participants can be helped to create and experience social presence when learning and 
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communicating online (Kear, Chetwynd & Jefferis, 2014) and there is an abundance of literature 

that addresses methods and strategies to develop social presence online, it is not yet clear what 

roles and responsibilities students and instructors have in facilitating and developing social 

presence in their virtual teams. Lowenthal (2015) asserted “very little research has focused 

specifically on the unique role of instructors and [there is] arguably even greater need for 

instructors to establish their own social presence in the online classroom” (p. 148). Even less 

literature addresses the students’ role and responsibility to cultivate social presence.  

 It has been suggested that both students and instructors should be involved in building the 

online learning community (Yuan & Kim, 2014). However, while both teachers and students 

generally have a good understanding of what their roles are in a face-to-face environment, their 

roles in an online environment can be subtly different. It is necessary to have an understanding of 

what today’s students see as their role and what expectations they have of university teachers; it 

is equally necessary to know the expectations that teachers have of students, and of their own 

role in the teaching and learning partnership (Craig, Goold, Coldwell & Mustard, 2009). It has 

been said that a virtual teacher has to work harder than a face-to-face instructor in order to 

provide students with a cohesive environment and the social connections that foster academic 

success (Dikkers, Whiteside & Lewis, 2012). Teacher participation is directly related to the 

overall levels of social presence in online discussion (Savvidou, 2013) as Swan & Shih’s (2005) 

study indicated that perceived presence of instructors may be a more influential factor in 

determining student satisfaction over than perceived presence of peers. Another study of online 

courses showed that, high levels of perceived social presence by students at the beginning of an 

online course are linked to high levels of motivation and participation; however, these 
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perceptions tended to decline over the semester, which suggests that the instructor is responsible 

for facilitating online discussions as well as maintaining them (Weaver & Albion, 2005).  

 The roles and responsibilities of students and instructors must also be considered through 

the lens of context. As distance education is being offered at more and more academic 

institutions, program delivery methods can vary, including blended delivery cohorts, cohorts that 

are learning together in a purely online context, and programs offering accelerated online courses 

in which the students have a shorter time together as a cohort. Whiteside (2015) emphasized that 

instructor and students’ roles and responsibilities change in each medium of a blended learning 

program; therefore the instructor must be an effective facilitator in each medium while carefully 

scaffolding their learners through the content, and they must facilitate social connections as the 

students’ transition from a face-to-face classroom to an online learning environment. Results 

from Lowenthal’s (2015) study investigating instructor social presence in accelerated online 

courses found that, while instructors made attempts to establish their social presence, most of 

their efforts focused on aspects of teaching presence such as facilitating discourse or 

instructional design. Given that the function of social interaction through online discussion for 

learning is not always recognized or valued by some students (Savvidou, 2013), it appears as 

though the modeling of social presence by the instructor serves not only to help students make 

the connections between social presence, motivation and participation, but could also serve to 

communicate the instructors expectations of the student to develop social presence. 

 Social learning, or learning as part of a group, is an important way to help students gain 

experience in collaboration and develop important skills in critical thinking, self- reflection, and 

the co-construction of knowledge (So & Brush, 2008). Interactions between virtual students can 

serve to form a sense of a learning community as students are able demonstrate their knowledge 
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or skills in response to a direct request from one another; new information can be explained 

according to one another’s reaction and learners can give constructive feedback to others for 

cognitive interaction (Wei & Chen, 2012). Additionally, these learner-learner interactions have 

been shown to compensate in the case of a lack of support from virtual instructors. Seaba and 

Kekwaletswe (2012) asserted the “limited and inconsistent learning support from virtual 

instructors can hinder a smooth learning experience, therefor the alternative for students is then 

to seek support from their knowledgeable peers” (p. 124). According to Rovai, (2007) an 

important goal of distance education is the creation of learning communities where members feel 

connected to and assist each other in their efforts to learn. While the literature does not suggest 

that students have a responsibility to support each other in their learning, it can be considered 

that there is a mutual student benefit that results from the social learning process developed via 

social presence in a virtual classroom. While there continues to be research dedicated to the role 

of the online instructor in developing social presence as well as the strategies they can employ 

and technologies they can utilize, there appears to be little in the literature that speaks to the 

reciprocal responsibility the student holds in developing social presence. This appears to be an 

area of research that requires further examination; as it will be shown in Chapter Four, one 

possible determinant of the student’s responsibility to develop social presence is whether or not it 

is expressly indicated as such in the course rubric. 

Topic Two: Intentional Learning Design and Use of Technology to Support the 

Development of Social Presence 

 Rationale. Developing and sustaining a sense of “being there” and class community 

takes forethought and planning (Elwood, McCaleb, Fernandez & Keengwe, 2014) and course 

design that increases the level of meaningful interactions between students has a significant 
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impact on its development (Joksimović, Gašević, Kovanović, Riecke & Hatala, 2015). In order 

for designers and instructors to construct a successful online course with proper social presence 

for students, Cui, Lockee and Meng (2013) suggest proper building of online course structure 

will include the consideration of both social presence models and instructional design models. 

This section of the literature review seeks to determine how intentional learning design and the 

use of technology and virtual learning platforms can support the development of social presence.  

	 Intentional learning design. The development of technology has challenged the 

traditional paradigm about the use of technologies and teamwork for teaching and learning. 

Joksimović et al. (2015) noted that with the steady development of online education and online 

learning environments, possibilities to support social interactions between students have 

advanced significantly; subsequently, there is an abundance of research as to the strategies 

instructors can employ when encouraging social presence on virtual teams.  

 Cultivating supportive online learning environments is an art that begins with nurturing 

connectedness and community through social presence (Whiteside, Garrett Dikkers & Lewis, 

2014). While online learners may tend to feel isolated because of their physical separation from 

other learners and the instructor (Hu, 2015; Willging & Johnson, 2009), research has shown a 

number of ways in which instructors can employ various strategies to motivate learners to 

participate in online discussions and develop a sense of community. Garrison (2011) asserted 

social presence should be developed naturally and progressively through the purposeful and 

collaborative inquiry process. According to Whiteside (2015), before instructors dive into the 

academic content, it is essential to allow time for students to connect and engage with others to 

develop relationships. Swan & Shih (2005) suggested social presence can be fostered through 

pro-social instructor behaviors and careful design of online discussions, while Rovai (2007) 
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found that a high level of message interactivity each week between the instructor and students, 

and the provision of a course participation rubric that reflects the instructor's emphasis on course 

discussion, are two ways in which online instructors can promote a sense of classroom 

community. Offering an alternate perspective, Cui et al. (2013) determined online instructors and 

facilitators should implement online courses following principles that involve both instructor and 

student’s active participation such as proper training of online instructors, orientation to online 

students, student support, and personal and timely communication with online students.  

 In sum, a review of the literature illustrates that intentional learning design with the goal 

of developing social presence should include the goal of nurturing a strong sense of community 

within the course (Rovai, 2007; Whiteside et al., 2014; Yuan & Kim, 2014), frequent and 

personalized feedback (Eom, Wen & Ashill, 2006; Schimke, Stoeger,& Ziegler, 2007; Sung & 

Mayer, 2012; Whiteside et al., 2014), assignments that are created for small groups (Akcaoglu & 

Lee, 2016; Dow, 2008; Dunlap & Lowenthal, 2010;) as well as timely communication (Aragon, 

2003; Cui et al., 2013;) and frequent and quality-rich interactions (Zelihic, 2015) from instructors 

to their students.  

 Given the rise in distance education, online learning entails a transformation in the skill 

set of teachers and educational leaders who provide instruction and leadership in 21st century 

educational settings (Hu, 2015). In the early days of virtual learning, Gunawardena (1995) 

suggested “instructors need to learn to adapt to telecommunications media by developing 

interaction skills that create a sense of social presence. It is these skills and techniques, rather 

than the medium, that will ultimately impact students’ perception of interaction and social 

presence” (p. 165). It appears that this suggestion remains a valid one in today’s world of virtual 

classrooms, as a review of recent social presence literature highlights the continued need for 
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instructor professional development in the area of developing social presence (Cui et al., 2013; 

Kimball, 2002; Swan & Shih, 2005; Whiteside et al., 2014), and was further confirmed in the 

findings of this research project. 

Technology and virtual learning spaces. With advances in communication technology, online 

educators continue to explore the affordances and constraints of emerging communication 

technologies and the ways in which technologies can be leveraged for teaching, learning, and 

social presence purposes (Richardson et al., 2016). While traditional face-to-face classrooms 

offer a rich social context and opportunities for learner interactions, online learning makes use of 

technology in order to facilitate communication and social interactions among learners. This 

interplay between communication and the social interactions of learning communities is 

fundamental to the existence of perceived social presence as it enhances learners’ experiences of 

online learning by allowing them to cultivate and maintain productive relations with others in the 

online environment. As Kerhwald (2008) emphasized “social presence cannot be established, 

indeed cannot exist, without interpersonal interaction” (p. 97). 

 Computer-mediated communication (CMC) is broadly defined as any form of human 

interaction that occurs via information and communication technologies (Thurlow et al. 2004). 

Online classrooms achieve such asynchronous and synchronous interaction via discussion 

forums, message chats, electronic whiteboards, audio devices, and video devices for verbal and 

non-verbal communications. Although instructors and instructional designers have a wide array 

of media, tools, and learning platforms with which they can deliver their course curriculum, with 

respect to the development of social presence, Whiteside et al. (2014) suggested it is important to 

identify various media and resources aimed at connectedness. Examples include collaboration 
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tools (such as Google Docs), shared calendars, blogs, wikis, online discussions, annotation 

software, and polling tools, as well as various content-specific applications. 

 The choice of technology in a virtual classroom is a critical one. Swan and Shih (2005) 

argued media selection should be based on the careful analysis of attributes of the different 

media as each medium of communication emphasizes, amplifies, and enhances particular kinds 

of virtual experiences. It has also been said that in online classrooms, learners will resist 

participation in social activities if the learning system has a poor user interface (Wei & Chen, 

2012). According to Cui et al. (2013) it is worth spending time and efforts to analyze students’ 

computer skills in order to design a proper social presence in online courses; thus pedagogical 

consideration should also be given to which communication method is likely to be most effective 

under the current situation for any given online course. This topic came up quite significantly in 

the comments of participants, and will be addressed in Chapter Four. 

 There are varied thoughts as to which learning management systems (LMS) or 

technological strategies are best suited to the development of social presence in virtual 

classrooms. Dunlap & Lowenthal (2014) recognized the power of low-tech strategies and the 

various needs of learners and suggested on-going low-tech strategies like one-on-one emails and 

detailed feedback might be more effective than one-time high-tech strategies. Perry, Dalton and 

Edwards (2009) considered how artistic pedagogical technologies (APTs), which are 

distinguished from traditional online technologies in part by their emphasis on aesthetics and 

their link to creativity, can create a sense of presence and stimulate interaction between students 

and teachers, among students, and between students and course materials, through the 

incorporation of interactive APT teaching strategies such as Photovoice, virtual reflective 

centers, and conceptual quilting.  
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 Teaching technologies such as Photovoice that require student and teacher contributions 

 throughout the course may help facilitate becoming known to each other at the beginning 

 of a course and also can provide ongoing evidence of participation. Further, APTs such as 

 Photovoice potentially allow participants to systematically reveal more of their personal  

 values, beliefs, and priorities as the course proceeds. This may facilitate progressively 

 more personal and perhaps more authentic and meaningful social interaction.

 (Veletsianos, 2016, p. 184) 

The efficacy of a LMS and its ability to support the development of social presence cannot be 

underestimated:  

 an effective LMS must support active engagement, meaningful connections between 

 segments of the course, easy communication, and formative feedback on work that is 

 presented in class discussions or through other venues. LMS options can enable, support 

 or hinder online structures and tools that affect behaviors related to both faculty teaching 

 and student learning. (Rubin, Fernandes, Avgerinou, & Moore, 2010, p. 82)  

 It has been noted by Cui et al., (2103) that the systematic models and principles of 

designing online social presence are lagging behind the research of social presence measurement 

and its effectiveness; few studies have come up with systematic instructional design strategies 

that help design an online course with the most appropriate amount of social presence. Just as 

there seems to be a lack of systematic design strategies for optimal social presence, there appears 

to be a similar gap in the literature that addresses which LMS can support the development of 

social presence and how they would go about doing so. As it will be outlined in Chapter Five, as 

a result of this study’s findings and conclusions, it is recommended that the current RRU LMS 

be reviewed through the lens of social presence development in determining its efficacy and 
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utility, and further suggested that a study designed to examine the effectiveness of LMS through 

the lenses of both subjective and objective social presence assessment measures be considered.  

 This literature review described the varying definitions and frameworks of social 

presence, the ways in which social presence contributes to virtual learning, and the role and 

responsibilities that students and instructors have in developing it. It also outlined how course 

design and technology can be leveraged for social presence purposes, and identified the need for 

further research on the efficacy of LMS with respect to the development of social presence.  
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Chapter Three: Inquiry Project Approach  

Inquiry Project Methodology 

 How might the Master of Arts (MA) programs in the School of Education and 

Technology (SET) at Royal Roads University (RRU) foster the development of social presence 

in their virtual learning teams? Specifically: 

1.     How is social presence currently understood in SET virtual teams? 

2.     What core factors influence and enhance social presence on the MA virtual teams in SET?  

3.     What responsibility does the SET student have in cultivating social presence on their virtual 

teams? 

4.     What role does the SET instructor have in cultivating social presence on the virtual teams 

they lead? 

5.     What changes are needed to better support the development of social presence on SET    

virtual teams? 

	 Coghlan and Brannick (2014) defined action research (AR) as “an approach to research 

which aims at both taking action and creating knowledge or theory about action as the action 

unfolds” (Preface, para.2).	Sankaran, Tay, and Orr (2009) articulated AR as being “a process of 

collaborative enquiry carried out by people affected by a problem or concern, often using a 

cyclical process to increase their understanding of the real problem before moving towards a 

solution” (p. 181). The action research engagement model (ARE) created by Rowe, Graf, Agger-

Gupta, Piggot-Irvine and Harris in 2013 (see Appendix B) further identifies nine deliberate steps 

in the:  

 cyclical processes of inquiry, reflection and action that fundamentally seeks to change 

 stakeholders’ perspectives and paradigms about the issues at hand, foster interest and 
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 motivation and create a climate of commitment to move forward in a collaborative 

 manner and implement organizational change. (p. 35-36) 

Additionally, the ARE model enhances stakeholder ownership, rather than buy-in, of resulting 

recommendations. Zimmerman et al. (2013) described ownership as involving those who are 

doing the work in the development of ideas, the decision-making processes, and both designing 

and acting on the plans; they described buy-in as the agreement to follow practices that have 

been externally imposed. Jenkyns (2016) concluded “this distinction is significant since buy-in is 

often associated with hierarchical relationships, whereas frontline ownership is a personal choice 

that impacts team dynamics” (p. 40).  

 “Research at Royal Roads is action oriented, and involves end users in all aspects of the 

research including design, implementation, knowledge mobilization, and evaluation” (RRU, 

2013, p. 10). Given the action oriented and collaborative approach of the ARE model, paired 

with the university’s commitment to an applied research agenda (RRU, 2013), I felt the steps 

outlined in the ARE model were a good fit for this inquiry project as they foster an effective and 

engaging organizational change process, engage stakeholders, and organize leaders to implement 

change action (Rowe et. al., 2013). There are nine steps in the ARE model; steps one through 

four are led by the researcher, step five transitions the project to the organization, and steps six 

through nine are owned by the organization. My involvement in this action research inquiry was 

in cycles one through four of the ARE model; I then transitioned the project to the sponsor, Kyla 

McLeod; Trish Dyck, Manager of STP and inquiry team member; and Elizabeth Childs, Program 

Head of the MALAT program in SET. They were then able to formulate an action plan and 

initiate steps to implement the recommendations that resulted from the project.  
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 Virtual research has come of age over the last decade (Comley & Beaumont, 2011) and 

“online research methods are most obviously useful when the phenomenon that is being 

investigated is strongly connected to the internet” (Hooley, Wellens & Marriot, 2012, p. 14). 

Given the virtual focus of the inquiry topic, qualitative data was gathered by the multi virtual 

methods of three online surveys and individual virtual interviews.   

Project Participants 

 For the purpose of this research, the project sponsor identified the three MA programs in 

SET as well matched programs to engage in this research process. There are two cohorts in the 

2016 MALAT program, consisting of 32 students per cohort, as well as three core and eight 

associate faculty members. There is one cohort in each of the 2016 MAELM and MAHEAL 

programs; the former has 29 students and one core and four associate faculty members, (M. 

McKenzie, personal communication, March 28, 2017) while the latter is comprised of 16 

students, one core and ten associate faculty members (C. Dong, personal communication, March 

28, 2017). I issued a virtual survey to the students and instructors in all of the 2016 SET MA 

cohorts as well as STP staff and contractors as the first method of data collection (see 

Appendices C, D, E, F, G and H). I chose to conduct a five to ten minute online survey in an 

effort to gather information from multiple perspectives with the hope of attracting as many 

respondents as possible, in an anonymous format. I believed the voice of the faculty was 

necessary for this inquiry, not only to compare and contrast the data received from the students, 

but also because “action research seeks to enact an approach to inquiry that includes all relevant 

stakeholders in the process of investigation” (Stringer, 2014, p. 31). I felt it was crucial to hear 

the perspective of instructors and STP staff as they may be impacted by the recommendations 

that resulted from the research or be involved in the execution of project recommendations.  
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 At the end of the surveys, participants were asked if they were willing to participate in a 

virtual interview on this topic. Follow up virtual interviews of 10 to 15 minutes in length were 

intended to give me the opportunity to clarify information given in the online survey and probe 

in greater detail any themes that had emerged (see Appendices I, J, K, L and M). Both the survey 

and the interview questions were designed around the needs of the organization and were 

intended to answer the inquiry and sub questions. The questions were tested with the project 

sponsor, two inquiry team members, and the thesis supervisor.  

 As noted by Coghlan & Brannick (2014), action research requires a collaborative, 

democratic partnership. The project sponsor and inquiry team members were specifically chosen 

based on their vested interest in the research and likely involvement in the implementation of the 

resulting recommendations. Kyla McLeod, Director of Student Services at RRU, was the sponsor 

for this action research inquiry. As a passionate advocate for team learning, she is enthusiastic 

about the inquiry topic, and as Director of the unit, she is in the position to implement the 

resulting recommendations of the project.  The inquiry team was comprised of Elizabeth Childs, 

Program Head of MALAT; Trish Dyck, Manager of STP; and Michael Pardy, associate faculty 

member and contracted Team Coach at STP. Child’s role as an inquiry team member was as a 

conduit to SET for the both the research and implementation phases of the project. Additionally, 

her support of this research project offers both legitimacy and sustainability in SET. Dyck and 

Pardy acted as advisors on RRU organizational norms and protocols and provided advice on the 

relevance and wording of questions and letters of invitation. They supported the logistics of the 

data-gathering methods and offered input into draft questions, methods, and overall research 

design progression. The inquiry team members also assisted with subsequent revisions, the 

interpretation of findings, setting recommendations, and suggesting steps for implementation. 
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Once I reached the data collection stage of this research, a professional transcriptionist’s services 

were utilized; all members of the inquiry team and the transcriptionist signed a confidentiality 

agreement (see Appendices N, O and P).  

Inquiry Project Methods 

 This section includes three specific subsections: data collection methods, study conduct, 

and data analysis. 

 Data collection methods. E-research is becoming commonplace; it is feasible to use e-

learning tools to collect a wealth of rich, qualitative data (Peacock, Robertson, Williams & 

Clausen, 2009) that can be as valuable as that generated via traditional methods (O’Connor, 

Madge, Shaw & Wellens, 2008). Additionally, if the researcher is studying an online community, 

participants will certainly feel most familiar, comfortable, and safe in that same context (Tracy, 

2013). The first method in this study of virtual learning teams was a five to ten minute online 

survey; one survey was directed to students, an alternate survey was directed to faculty members, 

and a third survey was directed to STP staff and contractors. Internet surveys allow for a wide 

geographical coverage and are not limited by physical or temporal barriers (Denscombe, 

2014). Although internet-mediated research methods are far from universal (Evans, Elford & 

Wiggins, 2008), given the virtual nature of RRU programming, all students and faculty have 

access to the technology necessary to complete an online survey, and participation in online 

surveys is thought to be easy for frequent computer users (Israel, 2011). Surveys, however, can 

suffer from errors which impact data collection. Dillman (2011) identified four sources of survey 

error: sampling error, the result of surveying only some and not all elements of the survey 

population; coverage error, the result of not allowing all members of the survey population to 

have an equal chance of being sampled for participation; measurement error, the result of poor 
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wording or question presentation; and lastly, a non-response error which is the result of 

respondents being different from non-respondents in a way that is relevant to the study. In an 

attempt to avoid these errors and gain data from as much of the SET MA and STP population as 

possible, all students and instructors of the 2016 cohorts and both STP staff and contractors were 

invited to participate. The survey was composed of clear and concise questions designed to take 

no longer than ten minutes to complete, and multiple reminders to participate were issued.  

 The second method in this study consisted of individual virtual interviews with SET MA 

students and instructors, as well as STP and CTET members. These follow up virtual interviews 

of 10 to 15 minutes in length were designed to allow me the opportunity to clarify information 

given in the online survey and probe in greater detail any themes that emerged. Although CTET 

staff members were not originally planned as being project participants in this study, they were 

included in this second phase of the research as a result of an early theme that had emerged from 

the surveys (see Appendices Q and R). Although face-to-face interviews have the advantage of 

providing rich information in terms of nonverbal communication (Tracy, 2013), the online 

interview should be treated as a viable option to the researcher rather than as an alternative or 

secondary choice when face-to-face interviews cannot be achieved (Deakin & Wakefield, 2014). 

Evans et al. (2008) suggested “the immediacy of the synchronous interview helps to motivate 

interviewees through the palpable demonstration of the interviewer’s attention” (p. 325). All 

interviews were conducted and recorded through video technology.  

  Study conduct. Action research is “organized and conducted in ways that are conducive to 

the formation of a community of inquiry” (Stringer, 2014, p. 23). It is in this spirit of community 

that the inquiry team was involved as they assisted with revising the data gathering questions and 

running a test pilot of each method. These test pilots were intended to gauge the effectiveness of 
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the survey and interview questions (see Appendices St, T, U, V, W and X) and to determine the 

timing and effective use of technology for each method. Both the triangulation of multiple data 

methods as well as the external reflections provided by the inquiry team were intended to address 

validity issues in the research. Revisions to the data gathering process was based on the feedback 

of the inquiry team members, and implemented before sending participant invitations. 

 In an attempt to understand the culture of online-learning, qualitative methodology is a 

natural choice with regard to research design (Bianco & Carr-Chellman, 2007). After receiving 

approval from the sponsor, supervisor and RRU ethics board,	data was gathered for this inquiry 

research project by virtual methods in both phases with the interview questions being formed 

based on the outcome of the online surveys.  

The Student Services office sent an invitation letter via email to the 32 students in each 

cohort of the 2016 MALAT program, the, 29 students in the MAELM program, and the 16 

students in the MAHEAL program. The invitation was also sent to all of the core and associate 

faculty members in each of the MA programs, as well as the two STP staff and three STP 

contractors. Given that multiple attempts at contacting participants are essential to achieving 

satisfactory response rates to self-administered surveys (Dillman, 2011), the survey was open for 

10 days; the program office sent a reminder notice to participants who had not yet responded five 

days ahead of the survey close, and again 24 hours in advance of the final deadline. I had hoped 

that the response rate from students would be near 20%, which would provide data from 21 

participants. The faculty members have a vested personal interest in this research, as their 

involvement will impact the recommendations made to the very courses they teach; I had hoped 

that at least six would participate. Given that there are only five possible participants from STP, I 
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hoped that at least three would respond to the survey. I received survey responses from seven 

instructors, four staff members, and 14 students. 

The final question in the surveys asked whether respondents were willing to participate in a 

10-15 minute virtual interview. Once someone indicated their interest in participating in a virtual 

interview, I contacted them by email to send them information and consent forms (see Appendix 

H) and set the date and time for the interview. I also sent each participant a reminder email 48 

hours before the scheduled interview. This personal contact served not only to remind 

participants of their respective commitment, but also as an opportunity to introduce myself to the 

participants and begin developing a rapport. In order to keep the data findings both robust yet 

manageable, I had planned on interviewing the first five students, first five faculty and first three 

STP and CTET members to respond; I was able to secure interviews with four instructors, three 

students, three STP staff members, and one staff member from CTET. 

 Data from the anonymous online survey was downloaded from the survey site, 

SurveyMonkey. The virtual interviews were audio-recorded with the consent of participants, and 

transcribed by a professional transcriptionist who signed a confidentiality agreement. All hard 

and digital copies of this data will be securely stored for 5 years.  

 Weisbord’s (2012) four practical guidelines: assess the potential for action, get the whole 

system in the room, focus on the future, and structure tasks that people can do for themselves, are 

designed to consider systems as a whole and to assess the energy of situations and people. The 

key stakeholders in this project, Student Services, STP, SET, and CTET all needed to be in the 

room in order to formulate an action plan to implement the recommendations that surfaced from 

this research. Although STP directly reports to the project sponsor, Director of Student Services, 

any recommendations that either STP or the project sponsor wish to implement need to be 
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executed within the MA pilot programs in SET. I believed CTET, being in the position to inform 

possible changes to curriculum activities and advise instructors on related assignment and course 

design, should also be included in this meeting as they might consider implementing the 

recommendations in other programs at RRU. Kouzes and Posner (2012) emphasized “only 

shared visions have the magnetic power to sustain commitment over time” (p. 125). I met twice 

with these key stakeholders to share the recommendations that resulted from the research, and 

facilitated a dialogue intended to allow them to determine their shared vision for implementation 

and the tasks needed to accomplish it. 

 Data analysis and validity. Glesne (2016) described the use of coding by qualitative 

researchers as an approach “to discern themes, patterns, and processes; to make comparisons; 

and to build theoretical explanations” (p. 195). Codes can be based on themes and topics, ideas 

and concepts, terms and phrases, or keywords (Gibbs & Taylor, 2010); I began by inductively 

categorizing and coding the data based on the verbatim comments in the transcripts through these 

four techniques for both the online surveys and individual interviews using NVivo software. 

Saldana (2009) described a streamlined scheme of codifying that first identifies codes, divides 

them into sub-codes, then into categories and sub-categories before determining the 

themes/concepts that produce a final assertion or theory. I undertook a second iteration of the 

coding practice after I reflected on the initial codes, considered what came out of the data that I 

had not expected, looked for new connections and insights within the initial codes, and compared 

and contrasted these findings with relevant literature. This second cycle of code work, completed 

with ATLAS.ti software, helped me to further define the data into categories, themes and the 

theory that resulted from the codifying process. I switched software programs between my first 

and second round of coding due to the simple fact that I found the NVivo software quite 
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cumbersome to work with; I wanted to ensure that my use of the NVivo program did not impact 

the quality or accuracy of my analysis. After having completed the coding process, I then 

rewrote a large portion of the literature review to reflect the themes and theory that the data 

presented. 

 Maintenance of an audit trail, a collection of materials and notes used in the research 

process that documents the researcher’s decisions and assumptions, is a key strategy to enhance 

credibility of qualitative research (Cope, 2014; Ryan-Nicholls & Will, 2009). Credibility and 

trustworthiness are essential to the research process. In an attempt to address each, I maintained 

an audit trail that documented my reactions, decisions and assumptions throughout the coding 

process, and clearly addressed the limitations of the study in my written report. Coghlan & 

Brannick (2014) described the quest for authenticity in action research as the “struggle to engage 

in being attentive, intelligent, reasonable and responsible in confronting the challenges of pre-

understanding, role duality and organizational politics” (p. 178). In the spirit of authenticity, my 

audit trail also contains my notes, thoughts and observations gathered throughout the research 

process documenting any pre-understandings I held, any role duality issues I encountered, and 

my reflections on the organizational culture and climate of RRU. I believe transparency is 

integral to building credibility, trustworthiness and authenticity. I shared drafts of the research 

findings with inquiry team members, and provided a link to the final report for all project 

participants to access. This level of transparency also helps eliminate concerns of researcher bias; 

Morse (2015) emphasized “the onus is on the researcher to be strongly vigilant 

about…comparisons and conclusions, maintaining an inductive perspective and verifying all data 

during processes of data gathering” (p. 1216). My audit trail, paired with full transparency with 
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my sponsor, inquiry team and participants should serve to minimize any concerns of researcher 

bias in this study.  

 Ethical issues. With consideration of my humanistic and ethical obligations in this 

research, I followed the Tri-council Policy Statement (TCPS2) of Ethical Conduct for Research 

Involving Humans (Canadian Institutes of Health Research, Natural Sciences and Engineering 

Research Council of Canada, and Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada, 

2010) when preparing my research design. The three core elements of ethical and humanistic 

research, respect for persons, concern for welfare of persons, and justice, are evident in my 

methodology and methods. 

 Respect for persons encompasses the treatment of people involved in the research. 

TCPS2 requires researchers to seek the free, informed and ongoing consent of all participants 

and provide an informed choice as to their commitment to participate in the study which includes 

an understanding of the “purpose of the research, what it entails, and its foreseeable risks and 

potential benefits, both to the participant and to others” (Canadian Institutes of Health Research 

et al., 2010, p. 9). All participants were advised as to the nature of the research, any potential 

risks, and its benefit goals in an information letter. This letter also outlined the voluntary nature 

of the study and the ability of participants to withdraw from the study at any time. 

 “Concern for Welfare means that researchers and REBs should aim to protect the welfare 

of participants, and, in some circumstances, to promote that welfare in view of any foreseeable 

risks associated with the research” (Canadian Institutes of Health Research et al., 2010, p. 10), 

including stigmatization, discrimination or damage to reputation. Privacy of data is essential to 

the concern for welfare for all participants. All information I collected is maintained in 

confidence with hard copies stored in a locked filing cabinet in my personal office and electronic 
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data is stored on a password-protected computer on my home computer. Audio files and both 

paper and electronic notes were labeled with the participant’s initials, not their full names, for 

additional confidentiality. Information was recorded in hand-written and audio-recorded format 

and, where appropriate, was summarized in anonymous format in the body of the final report. At 

no time were any specific comments attributed to any individual.  

 Justice, the obligation to treat people fairly and equitably, requires the consideration of 

vulnerability and any imbalance of power that may exist in the relationship between researcher 

and participant (Canadian Institutes of Health Research et al., 2010). As an external researcher 

there was no risk of power over issues in my interactions with participants. All invitations to 

participate in the study were sent from the Student Services office to avoid any actual or 

perceived ethical power over issues that could arise from the involvement of either Kyla 

McLeod, Director of Student Services and project sponsor, or Elizabeth Childs as the MALAT 

Program Head.  

Project Deliverables. 

 When I transitioned the project to the sponsor for implementation, I provided her with a 

hard copy of the final report as well as a link to the final report online. These inquiry project 

findings were also shared with the inquiry team and with the research participants via an online 

link to the final report. The data collected from this research may also be used in conference 

presentations or professional journal articles. 
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Chapter Four: Inquiry Project Findings and Conclusions 

This chapter is divided into three sections: the study findings, the study conclusions, and 

the scope and limitations of the research project. I review the findings that I uncovered in the 

analysis of my qualitative and quantitative data, detail the conclusions that I drew from that 

analysis, and outline the scope of the inquiry project and limitations that exist within it. Chapter 

Four serves to answer the inquiry and sub-questions: 

 How might the Master of Arts (MA) programs in the School of Education and 

Technology (SET) at Royal Roads University (RRU) foster the development of social presence 

in their virtual learning teams? Specifically: 

1.     How is social presence currently understood in SET virtual teams? 

2.     What core factors influence and enhance social presence on the MA virtual teams in SET?  

3.     What responsibility does the SET student have in cultivating social presence on their virtual 

teams? 

4.     What role does the SET instructor have in cultivating social presence on the virtual teams 

they lead? 

5.     What changes are needed to better support the development of social presence on SET    

virtual teams? 

Study Findings 

 Data analysis revealed four themes: understanding of social presence, roles and 

responsibilities, intentional learning design, and technology and virtual space.  

Finding 1 Understanding of Social Presence 

Finding 2 Roles and Responsibilities 

Finding 3 Intentional Learning Design 
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Finding 4 Technology and Virtual Space 

Finding 1: Understanding of Social Presence. Social presence has emerged as a key factor in 

student satisfaction and success in online courses and programs (Richardson et al., 2016), 

without which the overall aesthetic learning experience erodes and undermines student learning 

(Dunlap & Lowenthal, 2014). The first two inquiry sub-questions sought to gauge how social 

presence is currently understood and to discern the core factors that are thought to influence 

social presence on virtual learning teams.  

 Interpretations of social presence. All faculty and STP survey respondents strongly 

agreed or agreed that a strong social presence is critical to the level of engagement of students in 

virtual courses and 93% of students strongly agreed or agreed that a strong social presence is 

critical to their level of connection in virtual courses, yet there was not a common interpretation 

of what social presence is amongst staff, students and instructors.  

Survey Question: I believe that a strong social presence is critical to my level of connection in 

virtual courses. 

 Students Instructors Staff 

Strongly Agree 4 4  

Agree 9 2  

I Don’t Know 1   

Disagree    

Strongly Disagree    
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Survey Question: I believe that a strong social presence is critical to the level of engagement of 

students in virtual courses. 

 Students Instructors Staff 

Strongly Agree   2 

Agree   2 

I Don’t Know    

Disagree    

Strongly Disagree    

 

 When asked to describe their understanding of social presence in the surveys and virtual 

interviews, responses tended to fall into two categories, interpersonal/personal elements and 

logistical components. All three groups of respondents listed interpersonal/personal elements in 

their descriptions of social presence, however the student group also included logistical 

components. There were eight interpersonal/personal elements that were listed by students, 

instructors, and staff. These common descriptors were collaboration, communication, 

availability, engagement, sense of community, social connection, adding value and bringing 

one’s whole self/humanness. Beyond these eight descriptors, responses as to one’s understanding 

of social presence varied.  

 Logistical components that students mentioned in their responses included the number 

of online posts and contributions, academic requirements, branding, activity on social media, 

technological platforms, and student-run spaces to connect outside of classes. Students also listed 

additional interpersonal/personal components such as desire, one’s online personality, and 

commitment to fostering a positive online community of learners. 
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 While instructors did not mention the logistical components such as social media 

platforms or academic requirements that students included, they did introduce additional 

interpersonal/personal elements in their descriptions of social presence such as gaining broader 

perspectives, the learning process, the learning environment, and opportunity and willingness to 

engage. Instructor A stressed the importance of social presence, noting “the concept of presence 

is one of the most vital things to the learning process.”  

 One staff member included a logistical component in their response, scheduling regular 

check in sessions, however all other staff descriptions listed interpersonal/personal elements. In 

addition to the eight common elements listed by all three groups, staff members also listed 

contribution, psychological safety, the sum of teacher presence and learner presence, and mutual 

dependence. Staff member A spoke to the emergent nature of social presence, saying it is “not a 

noun. It's not a thing that exists. It's actually a process…dynamic and variable.” 

 The data illuminated that the term social presence was not universally understood. One 

staff member indicated “I hadn't actually used the term social presence”, and a faculty member 

mentioned “I don't think that word was part of my repertoire until I read about what you were 

doing with your research.” Additionally, five students and one instructor skipped the survey 

question that asked respondents to share what the term social presence means to them, which 

could be an indicator that those respondents were also unfamiliar with the term.  

 Although there was variance in the responses from all three groups, only one topic 

generated responses that contradicted each other, that being the nuanced language around 

visibility and presence. Student A stated social presence is “being visible online on a consistent 

basis” while Instructor B shared that “visibility isn't the same as presence.”   
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 How to foster and enhance social presence. Just as there was not a common 

interpretation of social presence amongst students, staff, and instructors, neither was there a 

prevalent belief as to what core factors influence and enhance social presence on virtual teams. 

Student responses included timely posts, regular check-ins, common goals, ease of connecting 

with others, showing up, and clear expectations. Instructors felt that social presence takes time 

and can be fostered through well-structured discussions and activities, a non-judgemental 

attitude, assignments that commit students to bringing their real selves, openness to diversity, 

and through academic requirements that emphasize active discussion between the students. Staff 

responses mirrored some of those of both students and faculty and also included use of 

technology, willingness to be vulnerable, task orientation, and trust and empathy in relationships.  

 Despite there not being a prevalent belief as to how social presence can be influenced 

or enhanced, respondents did have an idea as to what they felt would be different if there was a 

greater level of social presence on their virtual teams. Student B emphasized “I think that work 

would be so much more effective and efficient if all team members had a high level of social 

presence.” Staff member A asserted “I think that teams will be more successful, academically, 

both in terms of the quality of the learning and in terms of the creativity of their products.” 

 Finding 2: Roles and Responsibilities. Given the interest from the SET leadership in 

clarifying the roles and responsibilities both instructors and students have in cultivating social 

presence on their virtual teams, two inquiry sub-questions were posed in order to uncover the 

opinions on this matter from students, staff, and instructors.  

 Instructors. 86% of students and 83% of instructors strongly agree or agree that it is the 

role of the instructor to initiate and maintain social presence in virtual courses. STP statistics 
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showed a greater divide on this issue; one respondent agreed with the statement, one disagreed, 

and two clicked on ‘I do not know’.  

Survey Question: I believe it is the role of the instructor to initiate and maintain social presence 

in virtual courses. 

 Students Instructors Staff 

Strongly Agree 2 3  

Agree 10 2 1 

I Don’t Know  1 2 

Disagree 1  1 

Strongly Disagree 1   

 

 In addition to initiating and maintaining social presence, responses from the surveys and 

interviews indicated that responsibilities of the instructor include role modeling presence and 

engagement, clearly articulating their expectations of students, and putting the systems and 

processes in place to allow students to develop their social presence. 

 All three groups raised the importance of role modelling social presence by the instructor; 

it was commonly agreed that this role- modeling is an instructor’s responsibility. Student B 

emphasized “I think that instructor presence is critical to increasing social presence of students.” 

Instructor C also spoke to the instructor’s role-modeling responsibility, noting “the instructor sets 

expectations around respectful dialogue and inquiry.”  

 It was also mentioned by all three groups that instructors, and the institution, have the 

role and responsibility to put the systems and processes in place that allow the student to develop 

and maintain their social presence. Staff member A mentioned “instructors have a responsibility, 
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and the university has a responsibility, to create spaces within which it's possible for these 

students to be successful” and Instructor B asserted the instructor has the responsibility to “create 

a safe space that's a really rich learning environment.” Student B also noted the responsibility of 

the instructor with respect to systems and processes, suggesting “the instructor needs to be online 

daily, respond to students quickly, add to discussion topics, and offer quality learning activities 

to promote learning in a virtual environment.”  

 Instructor and staff interviewees stressed the importance of clarity of expectations on the 

student and assessment criteria. Instructor F expressed “it's my responsibility to be honest and 

open about what I am assessing [students] on.” Student B linked their personal motivation to the 

assessment criteria, stating “I am motivated to interact with my classmates when we have to rely 

on each other for our learning and grades.”  

 Students. 86% of student survey respondents and 100% of instructor respondents 

strongly agree or agree that students have an equal responsibility to the instructor in developing 

social presence in virtual courses. Staff respondents mirrored that belief, with three of the four 

respondents strongly agreeing or agreeing, and one respondent clicking on “I don’t know.”  

Survey Question: I believe the student has an equal responsibility to the instructor in developing 

social presence in virtual courses. 

 Students Instructors Staff 

Strongly Agree 6 4 2 

Agree 6 2 1 

I Don’t Know 2  1 

Disagree    

Strongly Disagree    
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 When student interviewees were asked to describe the responsibility they feel they have 

with respect to initiating and maintaining their social presence on their virtual teams, their 

comments included: being online once per day; further moving the forum discussions on by 

building on the ideas of their peers; and to start new threads that further the learning of others. 

Instructors and staff members shared a similar vision of what constitute student responsibilities. 

Instructor A felt “that there is a responsibility [on students] to do more than just post”, adding 

that the student needs to follow up and communicate with the team if they are not receiving 

responses to their posts. Staff member A shared a related opinion, offering “I think we need to 

have a conversation about how we should show up, not just the fact that we do show up… there 

is a qualitative dimension to social presence, which is the value of that contribution.” 

 The findings revealed that students have the responsibility to develop and foster their 

social presence, but only if it is part of a clearly articulated assessment criteria. Instructor B 

indicated “if you do ask them to [develop their social presence] and you've got clear assessment 

criteria, then obviously it's a responsibility.” This instructor also raised the issue of whether this 

responsibility should be applied to all students adding, “I don't think it should be a blanket 

uniform responsibility because you've got such a variation in people's backgrounds, skills, 

interests, styles, and fairly limited time.” Staff member C believed:  

 if [developing social presence is] part of the learning outcomes and [students] have this 

 expectation to demonstrate competency around building social presence, then they have a 

 responsibility. If it's not explicitly outlined that that's one of their expectations of being in 

 this course, then I wouldn't have an expectation for [students] to demonstrate it, or even 

 actually give it a thought. 
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 STP and the Institution. Data from the interviews and the surveys showed that there is 

possibly a gap between the support that is needed by instructors and the support that they 

currently receive. “There are lots of [instructors] who are really uncomfortable with teamwork as 

an activity in the classroom, and really are uncomfortable managing that experience,” suggested 

Staff member B. Staff member D shared a similar comment, mentioning “we have all these 

associate faculty that...are practitioners…they don't have a background in adult learning, and 

many of them know nothing about teaching online…our faculty needs constant support around 

this kind of [learning].” 

 Another possible gap became apparent in this research project, that being the level of 

coaching support that students are currently receiving from STP and the instructor’s awareness 

of this support. When faculty members were asked about the level of support they feel their MA 

students in SET receive from STP, one described it as very useful, one described it as somewhat 

useful, and four instructors clicked on "I don't know". While these six responses are not a large 

enough set to presume a pattern indicative of most instructors, it does highlight the possibility 

that the work of the STP coaches is not being communicated to the instructors.  

	 Finding 3: Intentional Learning Design.	Information gleaned from the first four sub-

questions of the inquiry led to the third finding in the study: intentional learning design can both 

influence and support the development of social presence. The motifs that emerged within this 

finding were: the importance of clearly communicated rubrics, assessments that support the 

learning outcomes of the programs, and what kinds of virtual team assignments best promote 

individual and team learning. 

 Rubric and assessment. Both in survey and interview responses, all three groups 

mentioned the importance of assessments and rubrics in order to clearly communicate the 
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expectations that instructors have of their students and to reflect the desired learning outcomes of 

the program. There were varied thoughts amongst staff, students, and faculty as to whether 

academic requirements help or hinder the development of social presence. Student B offered, “I 

think that sometimes responses from classmates can lack substance and value because they are 

just trying to fulfill their contribution requirement versus adding value to the program.” Staff 

member A indicated, “I think [monitoring the development of social presence via academic 

requirements] can also hurt. I think the instructor can monitor too much… I think you need to 

monitor it, you need to foster it and even back away.” Staff member C also spoke to academic 

requirements and desired competencies emphasizing, “I think when the academic process doesn't 

support the importance of the team process and examination of those team competencies…then I 

think it hinders [the development of social process].” 

 Some staff and instructors also mentioned their desire for some form of team assessment 

that includes team process, not just a team outcome. Instructor C indicated “assessment must 

include how they worked as a team, not just the final outcome. With this approach, teams that are 

willing to take risks and try something new together for the sake of the experiences gained.” 

Staff member B offered “I would love to see a system, for example, where students are measured 

on their development, where you started at X and you moved to Y. That journey, the size of the 

stretch, the significance of the stretch of the learning needs to be valued somewhere as well.” 

 What makes a good virtual team assignment? Core components of the RRU learning 

model include team-based learning, enhanced learning through technology, and learning in 

community. When instructors, students and staff members were asked “what makes a good 

virtual team assignment?” the most common answers included assignments that cannot be easily 
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divided and completed individually and assignments that are connected to the personal 

experiences and learning outcomes of the student.  

 Both staff and instructors indicated their preference for virtual team assignments which 

allow the team to do their learning together and then collaboratively develop something from that 

shared knowledge. Staff member A drew the connection between intentional assignment design 

and social presence, suggesting, “A typical response from any students with teamwork was to 

break the assignment up into a series of smaller pieces they'll work on individually. That 

strategy, I think to some extent, diminishes the value of social presence.” Another instructor, 

Instructor F spoke to assignment design, sharing:  

 I have to make sure that I create an assignment…where they can't just divide it up into 

 chunks and each person go off and do their thing and assemble. I make sure that the 

 assignments have a place where they have to kind of get together and grapple. They have 

 to brainstorm about how they're going to go about; they have to actually have a 

 discussion.  

 Students emphasized their need for team assignments to be connected to their personal 

experiences and learning outcomes. Student B pointed out: 

 sometimes group assignments are so generic that I don’t feel like the lesson is connected 

 to what I need….I would like team-work to lead somewhere, meaning that I don’t like 

 team work just for the sake of team work. It has to have value and contribute heavily to 

 the learning outcomes and success of my learning. 

Instructors and staff members also considered the students need to feel connected to the virtual 

team assignment. Instructor A asserted all topics of study can be personalized; “[one might] say, 

well, I'm studying something that can't be made personal. I don't agree. Everything we study has 
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to speak to us.”  This instructor elaborated on how intentional design can impact the 

development of social presence by saying, “I think that one of the things that I see that makes for 

effective presence online is to craft assignments such that individuals are committed to bring 

themselves, there's the genuine self.”  

 When asked how face-to-face and virtual assignments should differ, respondents from all 

three groups felt that the design of virtual and face-to-face team assignments need not differ, 

however consideration should be given for the additional time that is often needed to complete 

virtual team assignments. Instructor B indicated “I think if people are reasonably comfortable 

with online dialogue and human connections [virtual vs. face-to-face design] makes very little 

difference”. Staff member D offered “I think that intentional learning design of face-to-face 

classes versus virtual interactions are equal.” Logistical difficulties of working in groups are 

harder to resolve in the online learning environment than they are in a face-to-face situation 

(Smith, et al., 2011). Student interviewees in particular stressed the importance of additional time 

needed in virtual team assignments. “It takes a fair amount of communication and coordination 

to get together, to strategize about how the tasks will be divided up, and how to get the 

assignments done. I think it's important to have enough time to do that, or it can feel a little bit 

overwhelming,” said Student D. 

 Finding 4: Technology and Virtual Learning Space.The data derived from the first 

four inquiry sub-questions presented a fourth finding. Survey and interview questions that were 

carefully articulated in order to determine the current understanding of social presence, its core 

components, and what roles students and instructors have in its development, resulted in 

responses that led to the connection between technology, learning management systems, and rich 

social presence. 
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 Students, instructors, and staff acknowledged that learning platforms and systems 

contribute to the ease and effectiveness with which people can develop their social presence. 

When asked how social presence is fostered, Student C replied, “Well, I think, especially within 

a cohort model, it is prescribed largely by the tools that are used or that are selected by the 

faculty and/or the school.” This student shared a story that illustrates how social presence on 

virtual teams can be negatively affected by technology and the skills or abilities of the user:  

 the personality [of a fellow student] that I got to know online…and the personality of 

 what he was like when I interacted with him for two weeks [in residency] were very 

 different, largely based on his inability to understand and control the digital medium very 

 well…he came across as very simple and very quiet, with limited ideas. Then when you 

 get him in person you're like, whoa, this is a very enthusiastic individual who just doesn't 

 have the capability online. It was an enormous disconnect.  

 “Social presence is not just a product of the personality of the person or the behavior of 

the person, but also that of the systems within which people work,” emphasized Staff member A. 

Students and instructors commented on both synchronous and asynchronous systems and their 

impact on virtual communication. Collaborate, a platform commonly used at RRU, did not 

receive positive reviews. Instructor F put it bluntly: “I very much don't like Collaborate. I find it 

almost anti-team.” “If people are running video [catching visual body language cues] is a little 

easier, but if they're not running video, it's much harder and you get a lot of people talking over 

one another,” said Student C. Student B voiced a similar concern about team meetings held on 

the Collaborate platform: “using audio in a virtual team can be difficult as time delays can result 

in people speaking over top of each other.”  
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 It could be considered that allowing students a choice in the platforms on which they 

work might help to build their social presence. “I think more and more there is awareness that to 

try to confine people to particular tools is unfair and artificial,” offered Instructor B. Team 

dynamics can be quite different depending on how much synchronous and asynchronous 

communication occurs and the communication styles of a team’s members.  

 In classroom based teamwork there tends to be more synchronous activity where the 

 more outspoken personalities sometimes dominate and affect the degree to which more 

 introverted learners might offer their insights and opinions. In virtual spaces there is often 

 more flexibility and time for reflection and communication from the planning all the way 

 through to the work…voices can be heard more equally. (Instructor C). 

 Considering both synchronous and asynchronous platforms, instructors and staff 

indicated that learning management systems are not effective learning spaces. A desire was 

indicated to better understand the role of technology and social presence as well as examining 

the efficacy of the current systems that are used at Royal Roads. Comments included, “we need a 

clearer understanding of the role of technology in supporting team processes and social 

presence,” (Staff member A), and “we need to bring better learning spaces and create better 

virtual spaces for individuals” (Instructor A). 

 In summary, the study findings showed some variance in the thoughts and opinions as to 

what constitutes the core components of social presence, however eight common descriptors 

were mentioned by all three groups of respondents, which could be considered the beginnings of 

a working definition amongst the group. It was clear that both students and instructors have the 

responsibility to develop their own social presence, while the instructors have the additional task 

of initiating and role modeling that presence in their teaching. Additionally, the analysis showed 
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that the instructors carry the responsibility of creating a rich learning environment with systems 

and processes in place to develop social presence; the qualitative data revealed this could be 

accomplished in part with intentional learning design and effective technological platforms and 

virtual learning spaces. 

Study Conclusions 

 The motivation for this project was to learn how STP can foster social presence on the 

virtual teams they support in the MA programs in SET and to present STP with findings and 

conclusions that they might also be able to incorporate into their work within other RRU 

programs. As I reviewed the study findings from my analysis, I came to four conclusions that 

answer the inquiry and sub-questions that guided this research. 

Conclusion 1 Developing a Common Understanding of Social Presence 

Conclusion 2 Defining Roles and Responsibilities 

Conclusion 3 Supporting Intentional Learning Design 

Conclusion 4 Current Technology and Virtual Learning Spaces 

  

Conclusion 1: Developing a Common Understanding of Social Presence. Social 

presence has emerged as a key factor in student satisfaction and success in online courses and 

programs. The study findings showed that there was overwhelmingly strong agreement amongst 

students, instructors, and staff that social presence is critical to the level of engagement and 

connection of students in virtual courses. Although the data revealed that a common 

understanding of social presence and the core factors that influence and enhance it does not yet 

exist, the beginnings of a working definition could be found in the eight common descriptors that 

were shared by all three groups. 
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 As outlined in Chapter Two, social presence is a key element for enhancing and fostering 

learning interactions in online classrooms. Despite the lack of a universal definition of social 

presence amongst students, staff, and instructors, the quantitative data from the survey and the 

qualitative findings from the virtual interviews clearly indicate that all three groups believe that 

developing strong social presence is of great benefit to both students and instructors. The 

literature shows that social presence can influence students’ participation and motivation to 

participate (Swan & Shih, 2005), aid in the development of a community of learners (Rourke et 

al., 2001; Rovai, 2002), establish a sense of community amongst online learners (Tu & McIsaac, 

2002), and enhance learning performance and satisfaction in online courses (Bolliger, 2004; 

Gunawardena, 1995; Richardson & Swan, 2003; Richardson et al., 2016; So & Brush, 2008). 

This study found respondents linked social presence to a stronger sense of community, student 

satisfaction, added value in discussion forums, increased engagement, enhanced learning, and a 

greater sense of connection to each other, all of which mirrors what previous researchers have 

found when studying social presence on virtual learning teams.  

 Conclusion 2: Defining Roles and Responsibilities. Two inquiry sub-questions asked 

what responsibility the SET student has in cultivating social presence on their virtual teams and 

what role does the SET instructor hold in cultivating social presence on the virtual teams they 

lead. 86% of students and 83% of instructors strongly agree or agree that it is the role of the 

instructor to initiate and maintain social presence in virtual courses and 86% of student survey 

respondents and 100% of instructor respondents strongly agree or agree that students have an 

equal responsibility to the instructor in developing social presence in virtual courses. This data 

shows that while instructors hold the role of initiating social presence on the virtual teams they 

teach, the development of one’s social presence is a mutual responsibility of both students and 
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instructors. Whiteside (2015) found while students see their role in cultivating social presence 

throughout the program, instructors may feel they bear more responsibility in the early stages of 

the program. Comments from instructors in this study show a positive correlation to the findings 

from Whiteside’s recent study. 

 The data findings from this research project also showed a clear connection between 

responsibility and clarity of expectations. If social presence is determined to be a priority for the 

virtual learning teams in SET, it appears there is a need for clear communication of how social 

presence contributes to the learning outcomes of the program, if or how students will be assessed 

in this area, and how instructors will be supported in their ability to role model social presence in 

the classes they teach. 

	 Conclusion 3: Supporting Intentional Learning Design. Developing and sustaining 

that sense of “being there” and class community takes forethought and planning (Elwood et al., 

2014). Given the apparent need for clear communication around social presence, roles, and 

responsibilities, it follows there is an acknowledgement from all three groups as to the 

importance of assessments and rubrics in order to clearly communicate the expectations that 

instructors have of their students and to reflect the desired learning outcomes of the programs. 

While there were varied opinions as to whether academic requirements would help or hinder the 

development of social presence amongst students and instructors, it was frequently suggested 

that if social presence is determined to be a priority in the SET programs and a responsibility of 

the student, it should be part of a clearly articulated assessment criteria. Additionally, the desire 

for assessments that includes team process and not just team outcome was highly recommended 

by both instructors and staff.  
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  The two most common answers as to what students, staff, and instructors feel make for a 

good virtual team assignment were assignments that cannot be easily divided and completed 

individually, and assignments that are connected to the personal experiences and learning 

outcomes of the student. Intentional learning design is necessary in order to create the kind of 

assignments that encourage students to do their learning together while ensuring some kind of 

connection to the individual student experience, especially given the diverse makeup of the SET 

cohorts. As shown in Finding 1, a number of interpersonal characteristics were listed as 

necessary components of the development of social presence such as trust, vulnerability, 

openness to diversity, and empathy. It could be considered that in addition to creating 

assignments that speak to the personal experiences and learning outcomes of the student, 

instructors should also ensure that their courses include activities that boost interpersonal 

relationship building amongst students. The proper building of online course structure in 

consideration of certain social presence models and instructional design models will help 

designers and instructors to design and develop a successful online course with proper social 

presence for students (Cui et al., 2013). As outlined in the literature review in Chapter Two, there 

have been a number of studies to determine how the development of social presence through 

course design can be achieved; their findings include, but are not limited to, design principles 

such as interface, class size, course activities, proper training of online instructors, orientation for 

online students, and the design and facilitation of student-to- student, student-to-instructor, and 

student-to-content interactions. 

	 Conclusion 4: Current Technology and Virtual Learning Spaces. As communication 

technologies evolve, online educators will continue to experiment with how to best leverage the 

affordances of these technologies to establish social presence (Richardson et.al, 2016). Students, 
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instructors, and staff acknowledged that learning platforms and systems contribute to the ease 

and effectiveness with which they can develop their social presence, however they also indicated 

that the current learning management systems that they are using are not effective learning 

spaces.  

 As previously mentioned, a common difficulty is that learners can find text-based online 

environments impersonal due to the lack of communication cues or social interactions with 

fellow classmates. Unless students feel comfortable when communicating online, they may not 

participate openly, and so may not gain the benefits that an online learning community can 

provide (Kear et al., 2014). Students indicated the lack of a fluid nature of correspondence in 

text-based interactions, the absence of visual body language cues in audio interactions, and 

glitches in video conferencing were all issues that impacted their interactions with their peers and 

instructors.  

 Given the student observations and the communicated desire of both staff and instructors 

to better understand the role of technology and social presence, it can be concluded that there 

would be a benefit in examining the current learning management systems that are used in the 

SET MA programs, determining what opportunities exist to enhance their efficacy, and 

considering the ways in which students could be offered a degree of choice in the platforms they 

choose to utilize in the program. 

Scope and Limitations of the Inquiry 

 There were limitations in this research project. From a theoretical level, I approached this 

project with an action research engagement framework. I chose to work from the concepts of 

grounded theory in my analysis of the data, rather than working specifically from the 

perspectives of either the Social Presence Model, the Community of Inquiry model, or the 
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Presence + Experience framework. Given that “meaning is negotiated and understood through 

interactions with others in social processes” (Starks & Trinidad, 2007, p. 1374), I felt this 

methodology was especially well suited to the area of study. While I stand by that decision, I 

also acknowledge that not offering a definition of social presence through one of the theoretical 

lenses at the beginning of the surveys or interviews may have contributed to the broad variations 

found in the respondents descriptions of their understandings of social presence, which could 

then have informed their responses as to which core factors enhance it.  

 Secondly, the research is limited by the scope of the participants. The data only reflects 

the perspectives of current students, staff, and instructors in the MA programs in SET, and does 

not include the perspectives of alumnae, or instructors and students in other programs at RRU. 

The survey received responses from seven instructors, fourteen students and four staff members, 

and I was able to secure interviews with four instructors, three students, three STP staff 

members, and one member of CTET. The size of the sample pool from which I drew my analysis 

is not large enough to draw any broad conclusions about the beliefs of the SET population as a 

whole. Furthermore, additional studies would need to be replicated with other schools and 

programs within RRU to determine if the conclusions drawn from this study are applicable in 

other contexts. 

 Lastly, despite two rigorous cycles of categorizing and coding, analysis of the qualitative 

data was dependent on my intuition as the sole researcher; it is possible that another researcher 

would have interpreted the data differently. The integrity of the conclusions would have been 

increased had additional researchers reached the same conclusions using the same data and a 

similar qualitative data analysis technique.	
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Chapter 5- Inquiry Implications 

Study Recommendations 

 In this chapter I outline the recommendations that I offer for the consideration of the 

project sponsor, STP, SET, and CTET. I also articulate the organizational implications that may 

result from these recommendations, share my suggestions for areas of future research, and 

provide a summary of the research project. 

 In the spirit of action research and the ARE model, Kyla Mcleod, the project sponsor, and 

I set a meeting with stakeholders with the purpose of sharing the findings and conclusions from 

the analysis and transitioning the project over to Kyla, STP, and SET. In the School of 

Leadership Studies, this dissemination and action planning meeting is known as the “Make-It-

Happen” meeting, since the key stakeholders are in a position to move the recommendations into 

real actions in the organization. Although there were implicit recommendations in the study 

conclusions, in order to establish motivation and commitment to collaboratively move forward to 

implement the recommendations that resulted from the study, I chose to hold a focus group with 

the key stakeholders to explicitly determine the study recommendations. The meeting was 

attended by one SET faculty member, the manager of STP, a staff member of STP who is also 

associate faculty at RRU, a member of CTET who is also associate faculty at RRU, a CTET 

instructional designer, and a staff member from the Vice Provost, Academic’s office.  

 With consideration of the findings and conclusions from the data analysis paired with 

comments from the focus group dialogue, the following recommendations are offered: 

1. Determine an operational definition of social presence and decide to what extent the SET 

programs wish to prioritize it. 
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2. Consider professional development opportunities for instructors on how to develop and 

role model social presence; create assessments, rubrics, and assignments that reflect the 

student’s responsibility to develop social presence. 

3. Incorporate course design that supports the intentional development of social presence. 

4. Consider the efficacy of the current learning management systems in SET and how they 

support the development of social presence. 

	 Recommendation 1: Developing a Common Understanding of Social Presence. 

Despite the growing body of literature on the topic, there is not a singular definition of social 

presence. However, for the purpose of understanding social presence in SET, the beginnings of a 

working definition can be found in the eight common descriptors that were shared by all three 

groups; collaboration, communication, availability, engagement, sense of community, social 

connection, adding value and bringing one’s whole self/humanness. Kerhwald (2008) pointed 

out “the dominant conceptions of social presence are essentially subjective. They involve 

subjective projections of self (as subject) into technology mediated environments, subjective 

assessments of others’ presence and assessments of the subject’s relations with others” (p. 41). 

The subjective quality of social presence paired with the early musings of its definition gathered 

from the data put the SET leadership in the position to determine their own operational definition 

and decide to what extent they wish to prioritize it in their programs. A SET faculty member 

attended the “Make-it-Happen” meeting and offered the comment: 

 the more present we can be, the more likely that we as instructors or educators at the 

 university can get to the place where we are living and breathing the [RRU] Learning and 

 Teaching Model (Hamilton et al., 2013)…I think the social presence element, even with 
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 definitional issues, is important (K. Manion, personal communication, February 23, 

2017).  

 Stringer (2014) emphasized “action research is a collaborative approach to inquiry or 

investigation that provides people with the means to take systematic action to resolve specific 

problems” (p. 8). An opportunity exists for the SET leadership to take the beginnings of the 

working definition of social presence that developed from the collaborative input of students, 

instructors, and staff, and further refine it. Furthermore, engagement in a dialogue that 

determines the extent to which SET leadership wants to prioritize social presence in their 

programs, overlaid with the departmental vision and values, could serve to further align SET 

theory and practice.  

 Recommendation 2: Defining Roles and Responsibilities. As discussed in Chapter 

Four, the study revealed the opinion of students, instructors, and staff that instructors are 

responsible for initiating and maintaining social presence in their virtual classrooms. This finding 

supports prior research that indicated the instructor is responsible for not only facilitating online 

discussion, but maintaining it as well (Weaver & Albion, 2005). Teacher participation is 

considered critical to maintaining the interest, motivation and engagement of students 

(Anderson, Liam, Garrison & Archer, 2001) and their participation is directly related to the 

overall levels of social presence in online discussion (Savvidou, 2013); in short, social presence 

demonstrated by students in online communication is modeled on that of their instructors (Swan 

& Shih, 2005; Wise, Chang, Duffy & Del Valle, 2004).  

 Given the role of instructors to initiate and maintain social presence and the importance 

of modeling that behavior to students, it is evident from the findings that professional 

development opportunities for improving their online facilitation skills be made available to the 
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instructor. Practitioners of online learning have pointed out that teaching online is different from 

teaching in face-to-face environments (Lowenthal, 2008; Wray, Lowenthal, Bates & Stevens, 

2008) and the skill sets required for success in managing effective virtual work teams are more 

complex than the skill sets required for success in managing face-to-face teams (Berry, 2011). 

Although faculty and associate faculty members in SET may be subject matter experts in the 

courses that they teach, it cannot be assumed that they have the necessary skills to instruct virtual 

classes and the knowledge of how to role model social presence for their students. 

 While the data analysis showed that the instructor has the role of initiating and 

maintaining social presence, it also revealed that students have an equal responsibility to develop 

their social presence, especially if that responsibility is clearly outlined in program rubrics and 

assessments. An opportunity exists for the leadership in SET to determine what priority they 

want to give social presence in their programs, how it contributes to desired learning outcomes, 

how it should be assessed, and how it relates to the RRU Learning & Teaching model (Hamilton 

et al., 2013). Swan, Shen and Hiltz (2006) asserted value in any instructional system comes from 

assessment; what is assessed in a course or a program is what is valued; what is valued becomes 

the focus of activity…instructors signal what knowledge, skills and behaviors they believe are 

most important by assessing them [and] students quickly respond by focusing their learning 

accordingly” (p. 45). Once SET has determined how they wish to prioritize social presence, they 

will then be in the position to create the rubrics and assessments that signal to the student both 

the value in developing social presence and their responsibility to do so.  

 The study also showed that all three groups of respondents believe students have the 

responsibility to build on the learning of others. It is not enough for students to just show up, 

instead they are expected to show up and add value. In their 2005 study, Swan & Shih suggested 
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that explicit training for students in the importance of social presence, ways of presenting 

themselves online, and the complexities of online discussion, might help students better adapt to 

the medium. Just as instructors would benefit from support and professional development in the 

ways in which they can role model social presence, it is recommended that students are provided 

with explicit training as to how to develop their social presence and how they can harness that 

presence to deepen their learning interactions with others. 

	 Recommendation 3: Supporting Intentional Learning Design. Based on the findings 

and the literature it is evident that considerations about creating proper social presence in online 

environments needs to be part of the course design, and not tacked on to already developed 

courses. Unsurprisingly, the study findings showed intentional learning design is a key element 

for enhancing social presence on virtual teams. Based on the findings here, the leadership of SET 

should therefore meet with representatives from STP and CTET in order to collaboratively 

determine the learning design protocols they wish to implement. These protocols should address 

the following: crafting team based assignments that enable students to do their learning together, 

the development of assessments which include team process as well as team outcome, activities 

designed to promote relationship building in a virtual classroom, and the personalization of team-

based assignments. 

 The proper building of online course structure, taking into consideration certain social 

presence and instructional design models, will help designers and instructors create successful 

online courses with proper social presence for students (Cui et al., 2013). As shown in Finding 1, 

a number of interpersonal characteristics were listed as necessary components of the 

development of social presence such as trust, vulnerability, openness to diversity, and empathy. 

Given this finding, it could be considered that instructors should ensure that their courses include 



FOSTERING SOCIAL PRESENCE ON VIRTUAL LEARNING TEAMS	 73	

activities that boost interpersonal relationship building amongst students. Community is 

considered essential to engage learners in collaborative learning activities (Garrison, 2009); 

participating in building activities from the beginning of a course is essential to laying the 

foundation for social presence, building relationships, and for overall learning (Whiteside, 2007).  

 Team based learning is one of the key educational strategies at RRU. It has been shown 

that skills gained from the experience of collaborative learning are highly transferable to team-

based work environments (Shaw, 2006) and that group work in undergraduate and graduate 

courses is an important preparation for professional careers (Smith et al., 2011). Just as there is 

an opportunity for SET to develop assessments and rubric that detail the students’ responsibility 

to develop social presence, there is the additional opportunity to create assessments that measure 

the process of collaborative, team-based learning. Swan et al., (2006) asserted: 

 collaborative learning will be more successful when it is valued, and that any such 

 assessment should begin with a very specific understanding of desired learning…specific 

 requirements for collaboration, including detailed assessment rubrics focused on critical 

 collaborative processes, will help students achieve desired goals. (p. 47)  

 Intentional learning design should also be approached with the consideration of how team 

based assignments will be completed by students. “Online learners who seek flexibility in their 

study situations can view participation in group learning as an impediment to their progress and 

often balk at or at best tolerate collaborative learning situations imposed by course design” 

(Brindley, Blaschke & Walti, 2009) and team learning, especially in an online format, can be 

challenging due to lack of effective training, communication and assessment measures (Hu, 

2015). Virtual teams may face challenges due to scheduling difficulties, obligations with work 

and family, and/or communication issues. Subsequently, students may try to divide a team 
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assignment in a way that it can be completed by individual members of the group as a way to 

mitigate challenges faced by the team. However, while virtual teamwork is not without its 

challenges, it also “enhances skills related to collaboration, team facilitation, project 

management and conflict management, makes large assignments more manageable and provides 

opportunities for more complex learning” (Hamilton et al., 2013, p. 16). RRU prides itself on 

being a leader in developing innovative and high-quality instructional approaches that facilitate 

team- based learning and the applied, professional focus of the programs at RRU underscores the 

importance of teaching effective team skills that have direct application in the workplace 

(Hamilton et al., 2013). Given that team based learning is a core component of the RRU learning 

model, it is recommended that team-based assignments should be constructed in a way that 

students are not able to divide and parcel elements of the assignment in order to ensure that the 

students are able to do their learning together, and thereby reap the benefits of working with 

others in a learning community.    

 Recommendation 4: Current Technology and Virtual Learning Spaces. As shown in 

Chapter Four, there is acknowledgment from students, instructors, and staff that learning 

platforms and systems contribute to the ease and effectiveness with which people can develop 

their social presence and, considering both synchronous and asynchronous platforms, instructors 

and staff indicated that the current learning management systems at RRU are not effective 

learning spaces.  

 LMS options can enable, support, or hinder online structures and tools that affect 

behaviors related to both faculty teaching and student learning (Rubin et al., 2010). The 

beginning of a working definition of social presence emerged from the first finding outlined in 

Chapter Four. There were eight interpersonal/personal elements that were listed by students, 



FOSTERING SOCIAL PRESENCE ON VIRTUAL LEARNING TEAMS	 75	

instructors, and staff as core contributors of social presence: collaboration, communication, 

availability, engagement, sense of community, social connection, adding value and bringing 

one’s whole self/humanness. It is recommended that when considering the efficacy of the current 

LMS, an examination as to what extent and how effectively the LMS fosters each of these eight 

elements is undertaken. According to Rubin et al., 2010, an effective LMS must support active 

engagement, meaningful connections between segments of the course, easy communication, and 

formative feedback on work that is presented in class discussions or through other venues. An 

additional examination of the efficacy and utility of the current LMS through the lens of Rubin et 

al. might illuminate the ways in which they are meeting the needs of the MA programs in SET, 

as well as where the current systems can be improved upon. 

 In the RRU Learning and Teaching Model (Hamilton et al., 2013), the university made a 

commitment to continue to exploit the synergies that exist in technology-enhanced program 

delivery:  

  although RRU’s blended delivery model has been very successful, there is general 

 recognition that the particular delivery model has to respond to the specific needs of the 

 targeted student population, the exigencies of the identified market, and the university’s 

 capacity to support a high- quality learning experience. (p. 20) 

As outlined in Chapter Two, there appears to be a gap in the literature that addresses which LMS 

can support the development of social presence. It could be considered that further examination 

into the LMS that would best serve the needs of the SET students and instructors would serve as 

one way in which the university could honor their commitment to technology enhanced program 

delivery. It could also be considered that research into a LMS that supports maximum potential 

for the development of social presence would enhance RRU’s capacity to offer a high-quality 
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learning experience, thereby honoring the Learning and Teaching Model (Hamilton et al., 2013) 

that guides the policy and practice of the university. 

Summary of the Recommendations 

 Four categories of recommendations resulted from this research. Firstly, it is 

recommended that SET, STP, and CTET determine an organizational definition of social 

presence and articulate the priority that it should be given in the SET programming.  With 

respect to roles and responsibilities, professional development opportunities in facilitating online 

learning should be made available to instructors to support them in role modeling social 

presence, and rubrics and assessments that reflect the student’s responsibility to develop their 

social presence should be developed. In consideration of intentional course design, it is 

recommended that course design protocols should be integrated into the curriculum that address 

team-based assignments that enable students to do their learning together. Course assessments 

should include the team process as well as content outcomes for the team, and course activities 

that promote relationship building in the virtual classroom need to be designed and integrated 

into the curriculum. Finally, the current learning management system (Moodle), and other 

technological platforms, should be reviewed through the lens of social presence development in 

determining their efficacy and utility.  

Organizational Implications  

 This research project was conducted in the spirit of the Action Research Engagement 

(ARE) model. As outlined in Chapter Three, there are nine steps in the ARE model; steps one 

through four are led by the researcher, step five transitions the project to the organization, and 

steps six through nine are owned by the organization (see Appendix B). On February 23, 2017, 

the project sponsor facilitated a “Make-it-Happen” meeting. This meeting served not only to 
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provide information that influenced the final recommendations of the project, but also completed 

step five of the ARE model and signaled that the project was being transferred over to the key 

stakeholders for their formulation of a change action plan and their identification of next steps. 

Three action items resulted from this meeting. 

 Firstly, since this research project began, steps have already been taken to further 

understand the role of teach coaches and virtual curriculum. TeamsWork is a collaborative 

initiative between STP and CTET focussing on the development of team-based learning and 

team performance with the approach of a learning outcomes perspective. It was created in late 

2015 in order to advance the development of team-based learning best practices, tools and 

resources for faculty, staff and students The Chair of the TeamsWork initiative, Sophia Pahlicky, 

was in attendance at the Make-it-Happen meeting. As a direct outcome of this meeting, it was 

decided that a conversation about how social presence fits into RRU priorities and the 

consideration of an operational definition of social presence would be on the agenda of the 

March TeamsWork meeting.  

 Secondly, CTET offers a five-week course, Facilitating Learning Online (FLO), which 

helps instructors develop and enhance the skills needed to effectively facilitate learning in online 

environments. As a result of the dialogue in the Make-it-Happened session, the possibility of 

adding social presence as a segment in the May offering of the FLO course was raised; two 

facilitators of FLO committed to discussing this issue at their upcoming debrief meeting.  

 A third outcome of the February 23 meeting was the commitment from Trish Dyck, 

Manager of STP, to raise the findings and conclusions from this study at her April 10th, 2017 

Team Coach meeting. Trish has been a passionate supporter of this research project and a great 

advocate of team-based learning; the dialogue that she will be able to facilitate in the upcoming 
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Team Coach meeting will be an important contribution to their emerging understanding of social 

presence.  

 Illness prevented Elizabeth Childs from attending the Make-it-Happen meeting. In a 

March phone call I had with her, she suggested that we book a follow up meeting with to 

continue the dialogue on social presence and consider how the study recommendations might 

lead to a change in practice and/or policy in SET, STP, and CTET. This follow up meeting was 

set for April 11, 2017; three action items resulted from this meeting.  

 As per the commitment from Sophia in the ‘Make-it-Happen’ meeting, this research 

project was mentioned in the March TeamsWork meeting; social presence will be now be added 

to the agenda of the April TeamsWork meeting in order to tee up an item which will be on their 

May meeting agenda, determining the operational definition of social presence. Secondly, 

Elizabeth also committed to issuing a summary of this meeting and forwarding it along to 

Jennifer Walinga, Professor of the School of Communication and Culture, and Brigitte Harris, 

Dean of the Faculty of Social and Applied Sciences. Jennifer and Brigitte initiated the Learning 

and Teaching Model 2.0 (LTM 2.0) and, in the effort to involve multiple stakeholders in 

exploring improvements to the current Learning and Teaching Model, have conducted several 

focus groups and discussions with RRU staff, associate faculty and faculty (RRU, 2017g) on the 

topic. Lastly, Elizabeth made a commitment that, once this definition has been determined, she 

will be bring it back to the LTM 2.0 working group for consideration of its incorporation into the 

updated Learning and Teaching Model and inclusion on the LTM 2.0 website. 

 Relevant and effective theories emerge from the meaning-making dialogues between 

stakeholders using the concepts, terminologies, and formulations that make sense to them 

(Stringer, 2014). The commitments that emerged from both the February 26th ‘Make-it-Happen’ 
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and April 11th follow up meetings are great steps towards furthering the dialogue on social 

presence and virtual learning teams, not only in SET, but also in the larger institution.  

 Organizational change takes place over a period of time, and to increase the probability 

of success, it is important to plan for change, address the critical factors that lead to successful 

change initiatives, and adopt a structured methodological process to achieve the desired outcome 

(Al-Haddad & Kotnour, 2015). A next step for stakeholders would be to create a plan for change, 

consider which critical factors will need to be addressed, and adopt a structured methodological 

process to roll out the change initiative. Organizations need an integrated approach to drive 

systematic, constructive change and minimize the destructive barriers to change, as well as 

addressing the consequences of making the change (Al-Haddad & Kotnour, 2015). Ongoing 

dialogue between the identified stakeholders as to the systemic implications, potential barriers, 

and the desired outcomes resulting from the development of social presence policy and/or 

practice could increase the likelihood of its success. 

 As an external researcher, my involvement with this project has come to a close; any 

organizational change resulting from this study rests with the leadership of SET, CTET, and 

STP. In order to bring this project to closure, I have provided the project sponsor with a hard 

copy of the final report as well as a link to an online version. As outlined in Chapter Three, this 

link was also provided to all staff, students, instructors, and inquiry team members that 

participated in this research project.  

Implications for Future Inquiry  

 I purposefully engaged multiple stakeholders, any of whom could champion this initiative 

moving forward, early and throughout the action research process. Two advantages of early 

engagement in a change process are the increased understanding of each stakeholder’s part in the 
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bigger picture and greater stakeholder understanding of how their actions may influence the 

whole system (Scharmer, 2009). Now that an awareness of this issue has been raised, an 

opportunity exists to undertake a longitudinal study designed to determine how increased 

attention to the development of social presence impacts factors such as learning outcomes, 

student achievement, and retention rates in the SET programs. I also believe an opportunity 

exists to further examine this issue in other schools and programs at RRU in order to confirm the 

findings of this research project and to further develop a systemic perspective on social presence 

with respect to intentional learning design and technology.  

 An additional research initiative could involve the examination how other universities 

have determined their organizational definitions of social presence, which best practices their 

instructor and instructional design teams have implemented, and how these initiatives impact 

student connection and engagement in virtual learning teams. A study such as this would allow 

RRU to compare and contrast their social presence initiatives with other institutions and 

determine opportunities for further development. 

 Given the relative lack of literature on LMS and the development of social presence, I 

believe a third area of further research exists. According to Cui (2013), both subjective measures 

and objective measures have been used in assessing users’ perceptions of social presence, and 

both are considered equally effective. A study designed to examine the efficacy of LMS through 

the lenses of both subjective and objective social presence assessment measures could serve to 

build upon both LMS and social presence research and, in turn, provide RRU with insight with 

which to guide their choice, use, and/or development of LMS. 
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 Thesis Summary 

 As a result of my professional work and my personal experience as a student involved 

with virtual learning teams, I hold a deep interest in how interpersonal relationships are 

cultivated and fostered in online environments. With the support of Kyla McLeod and Elizabeth 

Childs, this research project was formed in order to determine how STP could foster social 

presence on the virtual teams in the MA programs at RRU. Executed through the methodology of 

action research, an online survey and virtual interviews with MA students and instructors in SET 

and STP and CTET staff members provided the qualitative and quantitative data through which 

the research conclusions and recommendations were determined.  

 This study showed the value and necessity of social presence at RRU, with 100% of 

faculty and STP survey respondents strongly agreeing or agreeing that a strong social presence is 

critical to the level of engagement of students in virtual courses, and 93% of students strongly 

agreeing or agreeing that a strong social presence is critical to their level of connection in virtual 

courses.  The research data also showed respondents linked social presence to a stronger sense of 

community, student satisfaction, added value in discussion forums, increased engagement, 

enhanced learning, and a greater sense of connection to each other, all of which supports the 

findings of previous social presence research.  

 Four categories of recommendations resulted from this research. What became clear 

through the study findings and conclusions is that these recommendations require the 

commitment and participation of multiple departments. In order for STP to foster social presence 

on virtual learning teams, there is a need for further development in the areas of defining social 

presence and its core components, the advancement of systems and processes that support the 

roles and responsibilities of students and instructors to enhance their social presence, and 
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additional consideration of both technology and intentional learning design. Recommendations 

of this scale require the support, involvement, and input of students, instructors, instructional 

learning designers, and team coaches.   

 How this study contributes to the body of social presence literature. According to 

Burke, Lake and Paine (2008), “if people in an organization see or feel no need for change, they 

are not likely to embrace the idea” (p. 743). Clearly, there is interest in the area of social 

presence at RRU as this project was sponsored by the Director of Student Services and supported 

by the SET leadership. It is also evident from the data that students, instructors, and staff see the 

value of social presence and the need to develop it on their virtual teams. Furthermore, any 

initiative that supports the development of social presence reinforces three core components of 

the RRU Learning and Teaching Model (Hamilton et al., 2013); enhancing learning through 

technology, team-based learning, and learning communities. However, this project has also 

illuminated that the development of social presence does not occur in a silo. In order to foster 

and enhance social presence, systemic support is required. What this study has revealed is that 

the development of social presence is not just a team coaching initiative or a task for an IT team 

to undertake. This research has shown that a common understanding of social presence, clear 

delineation of roles and responsibilities, and support in training and development, paired with 

program design and a LMS that specifically lends to interpersonal relationship building, must all 

be present in order for the development of social presence to be made possible. 

 For an online or blended program not to have worked out a plan to develop social 

presence can now be seen as a significant challenge, as social presence is so critical for one’s 

sense of engagement and connection in a virtual classroom. It is my hope that this research 

project served to link the need for change with respect to social presence policy and practice to 
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the benefits such change would bring to RRU virtual learning teams; a further link connects the 

need for change with respect to social presence policy and practice to the necessary involvement 

of the team coaches, instructional designers, instructors, and technology experts at RRU.  
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Appendix A: Office of the Vice-President Academic Provost Organizational Chart 
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Appendix B: Action Research Engagement (ARE) Model 

 

Note. From Rowe, W. E. A., Graf, M., Agger-Gupta, N., Piggot-Irvine, E., & Harris, B. (2013). 
Action research engagement: Creating the foundations for organizational change. ALARA 
Monograph Series (Action Learning Action Research Association Inc), (Monograph No. 5). 
Retrieved from 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/259932785_Action_Research_Engagement_Creating_t
he _Foundations_for_Organizational_Change  
 
Diagram used by permission of the copyright holders. 
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Appendix C: Invitation Letter for Student Online Survey 

 
Dear School of Education and Technology Student, 
  
You are being invited to participate in a web-based survey to investigate how the Student Team 
Performance (STP) unit of Student and Academic Services can foster social presence on the 
virtual teams in the Master of Arts programs in the School of Education and Technology at 
Royal Roads University (RRU). We hope that this study will result in increased knowledge as to 
how social presence may be better fostered on virtual learning teams in the future. 
 
Participation in this study is voluntary. You may refuse to participate, refuse to answer any 
questions or withdraw at any time with no effect on your academic status. If you do not wish to 
respond to particular questions, please skip over them. If you do not wish to participate, and do 
not wish to receive a reminder, please respond to your email invitation with 'Do Not Wish to 
Participate' in the subject line. Completion of the survey indicates your consent to participate in 
this research. There are no known risks to participating in this research. 
  
If you agree to participate, the survey will take about 5-10 minutes. Responses will be logged, 
such that reminder notices are not sent to those who have already responded. This survey will be 
available for your input until December 19, 2016. 
  
The information you provide will be summarized, in anonymous format, in the body of the final 
report. At no time will any specific comments be attributed to any individual. All data received 
will be kept confidential. 
  
To access the survey, click on the link below  
https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/V9KWK89 
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Appendix D: Information Letter for Online Student Survey 

	
My name is Jenn Stone and this research project is part of the requirement for a Master of Arts, 
Leadership, at Royal Roads University. My credentials with Royal Roads University can be 
established by contacting Dr. Catherine Etmanski, Director, School of Leadership Studies: 
Catherine.etmanski@RoyalRoads.ca or 250-391-2600 ext. 4162. 

Purpose of the study and sponsoring organization 

The purpose of my research project is to investigate how the Student Team Performance (STP) 
unit of Student and Academic Services can foster social presence on the virtual teams of the 
Master of Arts programs in the School of Education and Technology at Royal Roads University 
(RRU). This research is a pilot program and is sponsored by RRU Student Services. 

 Your participation and how information will be collected 

This method of research will consist of an online survey that is anticipated to last five-ten 
minutes. The survey will be conducted via SurveyMonkey. The anticipated questions have been 
designed to gauge the level of social presence students experience on their virtual team at RRU, 
learn what core factors students feel influence social presence, what responsibility students feel 
they have in cultivating social presence on their virtual teams, and what supports or resources 
they feel they need in order to experience optimal social presence. 

Benefits and risks to participation 

There is no anticipated risk to participants and you may refuse to participate or refuse to answer 
any questions with no effect on your academic status. Benefits to participants include the 
opportunity to share their experience of social presence on a virtual learning team and offer their 
ideas as to how this presence may be better fostered on virtual learning teams in the future. 
Participation in this online survey is completely voluntary. 

Inquiry team 

The research Inquiry Team consists of two team members that act as a conduit to RRU and assist 
with administrative tasks, including supporting the logistics of the data-gathering methods or 
reviewing analysis of data. The third member of the inquiry team is a MALAT faculty member 
whose role is to provide advice on the relevance and wording of the inquiry topic and sub-
questions, offer guidance on the research methods, and support the logistics of the data-gathering 
methods. To mitigate any perceived or real power over issues, this inquiry team member will not 
see any raw data with personal identifiers attached, including the knowledge of who participated, 
who declined participation, who withdrew, or who was not selected to participate in the research. 
Each member of the team is required to sign an Inquiry Team Letter of Agreement, which 
ensures confidentiality and ethical practices are adhered to. 

Real or Perceived Conflict of Interest 

Other than my relationship to RRU as a student, I hold no affiliation with the University and hold 
no potential conflict of interest as a researcher. 

Confidentiality, security of data, and retention period 
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I will work to protect your privacy throughout this study. Although SurveyMonkey uses US 
based servers, and as such is subject to US laws and/or the Patriot Act, no personal or 
identifiable information is collected in this survey, and as a normal procedure, all data is deleted 
from SurveyMonkey immediately after the data collection period. The data will then be stored in 
digital form and stored on a password-protected computer on my home computer. I will retain all 
electronic and hard copies of this information for 5 years and then at which point it will be 
destroyed. Where appropriate, this information will be summarized in anonymous format in the 
body of the final report. At no time will any specific comments be attributed to any individual 
unless specific agreement has been obtained beforehand. All documentation will be kept strictly 
confidential. 

Sharing results 

In addition to submitting my final report to the School of Leadership Studies Royal Roads 
University in partial fulfillment for a Master of Arts, Leadership, I will also be sharing my 
research findings with RRU Student Services, The Centre for Teaching and Educational 
Technologies (CTET), and SET. In addition, all participants will be given a link to access the 
final report. The data collected from this research may also be used in conference presentations 
or professional journal articles. 

Procedure for withdrawing from the study 

Due to the anonymity of participants, once a respondent has submitted their answers to the online 
survey it is not possible to differentiate responses, therefor any submitted information will be 
included in the data analysis. You are not required to participate in this research project and may 
choose not to participate without consequence. 

Please keep a copy of this information letter for your records. 

To access the survey, please click on the link below: 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/V9KWK89 
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Appendix E: Invitation Letter for Faculty Student Survey 

	
	

 
Dear RRU Instructor, 
  
You are being invited to participate in a web-based survey to investigate how the Student Team 
Performance (STP) unit of Student and Academic Services can foster social presence on the 
virtual teams in the Master of Arts programs in the School of Education and Technology (SET) 
at Royal Roads University (RRU). We hope that this study will result in increased knowledge as 
to how social presence may be better fostered on virtual learning teams in the future. 
 
Participation in this study is voluntary. You may refuse to participate, refuse to answer any 
questions or withdraw at any time with no effect on your employment status. If you do not wish 
to respond to particular questions, please skip over them. If you do not wish to participate, and 
do not wish to receive a reminder, please respond to your email invitation with 'Do Not Wish to 
Participate' in the subject line. Completion of the survey indicates your consent to participate in 
this research. There are no known risks to participating in this research. 
  
If you agree to participate, the survey will take about 5-10 minutes. Responses will be logged, 
such that reminder notices are not sent to those who have already responded. This survey will be 
available for your input until [insert date].  
  
The information you provide will be summarized, in anonymous format, in the body of the final 
report. At no time will any specific comments be attributed to any individual. All data received 
will be kept confidential. 
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Appendix F: Information Letter for Online Student Survey 

 
 My name is Jenn Stone and this research project is part of the requirement for a Master of 
Arts, Leadership, at Royal Roads University. My credentials with Royal Roads University can be 
established by contacting Dr. Catherine Etmanski, Director, School of Leadership Studies: 
Catherine.etmanski@RoyalRoads.ca or 250-391-2600 ext. 4162. 
 
Purpose of the study and sponsoring organization 
 
The purpose of my research project is to investigate how the Student Team Performance (STP) 
unit of Student and Academic Services can foster social presence on the virtual teams of the 
Master of Arts programs in the School of Education and Technology (SET) at Royal Roads 
University (RRU). This research is a pilot program and is sponsored by RRU Student Services. 

Your participation and how information will be collected 
 
This method of research will consist of an online survey that is anticipated to last five-ten 
minutes. The survey will be conducted via SurveyMonkey. The anticipated questions have been 
designed to gauge the level of social presence that is experienced on the MA virtual teams, learn 
what core factors STP feels influence social presence, and what supports or resources they feel 
they need in order to experience optimal social presence on the virtual teams they instruct. 
 
Benefits and risks to participation 
 
There is no anticipated risk to participants and you may refuse to participate or refuse to answer 
any questions with no effect on your employment status. Benefits to participants include the 
opportunity to share their perspectives on social presence as a STP employee and to contribute 
their suggestions as to how they feel social presence may best be fostered on the virtual learning 
teams they support in the future. 
 
Participation in this online survey is completely voluntary. It is important to note that because the 
sponsor of this project, Kyla McLeod is the Director of Student Services, you may feel obliged to 
take part in this research. Please be informed that you are not compelled to participate in this 
research project and that your decision to take part or not to take part will have no impact on 
your employment status. If you do choose to participate, you are free to withdraw at any time 
without prejudice. Similarly, if you choose not to participate in this research project, this 
information will also be maintained in confidence. The project sponsor will not be aware of your 
personal decision to participate or not participate. By consenting to participate in this research, 
participants do not waive any legal rights. 
 
Inquiry team 
 
The research Inquiry Team consists two team members that act as a conduit to RRU and assist 
with administrative tasks, including supporting the logistics of the data-gathering methods or 
reviewing analysis of data. The third member of the inquiry team is a Master of Arts in Learning 
and Technology (MALAT) faculty member whose role is to provide advice on the relevance and 
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wording of the inquiry topic and sub-questions, offer guidance on the research methods, and 
support the logistics of the data-gathering methods. To mitigate any perceived or real power over 
issues, this inquiry team will not see any raw data with personal identifiers attached, including 
the knowledge of who participated, who declined participation, who withdrew, or who was not 
selected to participate in the research. Each member of the team is required to sign an Inquiry 
Team Letter of Agreement, which ensures confidentiality and ethical practices are adhered to. 
 
 Real or Perceived Conflict of Interest 
 
Other than my relationship to RRU as a student, I hold no affiliation with the University and hold 
no potential conflict of interest as a researcher. 
 
Confidentiality, security of data, and retention period 
 
I will work to protect your privacy throughout this study. Although SurveyMonkey uses US 
based servers, and as such is subject to US laws and/or the Patriot Act, no personal or 
identifiable information is collected in this survey, and as a normal procedure, all data is deleted 
from SurveyMonkey immediately after the data collection period. The data will then be stored in 
digital form and stored on a password-protected computer on my home computer. I will retain all 
electronic and hard copies of this information for 5 years and then at which point it will be 
destroyed. Where appropriate, this information will be summarized in anonymous format in the 
body of the final report. At no time will any specific comments be attributed to any individual 
unless specific agreement has been obtained beforehand. All documentation will be kept strictly 
confidential.  
 
Sharing results 
 
In addition to submitting my final report to the School of Leadership Studies Royal Roads 
University in partial fulfillment for a Master of Arts, Leadership, I will also be sharing my 
research findings with RRU Student Services, The Centre for Teaching and Educational 
Technologies (CTET), and SET. In addition, all participants will be given a link to access the 
final report. The data collected from this research may also be used in conference presentations 
or professional journal articles. 
 
Procedure for withdrawing from the study 
 
Due to the anonymity of participants, once a respondent has submitted their answers to the online 
survey it is not possible to differentiate responses, therefor any submitted information will be 
included in the data analysis. You are not required to participate in this research project and may 
choose not to participate without consequence. 
 
Please keep a copy of this information letter for your records. 
To access the survey please click on the link below: 
 
https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/62VMZG7 
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Appendix G: Invitation Letter for STP Online Survey 

 
 

Dear STP member, 
  
You are being invited to participate in a web-based survey to investigate how the Student Team 
Performance (STP) unit of Student and Academic Services can foster social presence on the 
virtual teams in the Master of Arts programs in the School of Education and Technology (SET) 
at Royal Roads University (RRU). We hope that this study will result in increased knowledge as 
to how social presence may be better fostered on virtual learning teams in the future. 
 
Participation in this study is voluntary. You may refuse to participate, refuse to answer any 
questions or withdraw at any time with no effect on your employment status. If you do not wish 
to respond to particular questions, please skip over them. If you do not wish to participate, and 
do not wish to receive a reminder, please respond to your email invitation with 'Do Not Wish to 
Participate' in the subject line. Completion of the survey indicates your consent to participate in 
this research. There are no known risks to participating in this research. 
  
If you agree to participate, the survey will take about 5-10 minutes. Responses will be logged, 
such that reminder notices are not sent to those who have already responded. This survey will be 
available for your input until [insert date].  
  
The information you provide will be summarized, in anonymous format, in the body of the final 
report. At no time will any specific comments be attributed to any individual. All data received 
will be kept confidential. 
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Appendix H: Information Letter for STP Online Survey 
 

 My name is Jenn Stone and this research project is part of the requirement for a Master of 
Arts, Leadership, at Royal Roads University.  My credentials with Royal Roads University can 
be established by contacting Dr. Catherine Etmanski, Director, School of Leadership Studies: 
Catherine.etmanski@RoyalRoads.ca or 250-391-2600 ext. 4162. 
 
Purpose of the study and sponsoring organization 
 The purpose of my research project is to investigate how the Student Team Performance 
(STP) unit of Student and Academic Services can foster social presence on the virtual teams in 
the Master of Arts programs in the School of Education and Technology (SET) at Royal Roads 
University (RRU). This research is a pilot program sponsored by RRU Student Services.  
 
Your participation and how information will be collected 
 This method of research will consist of an online survey that is anticipated to last five-ten 
minutes. The survey will be conducted via SurveyMonkey. The anticipated questions have been 
designed to gauge the level of social presence that is experienced on the MA virtual teams in 
SET, learn what core factors STP feels influence social presence, and what supports or resources 
they feel they need in order to experience optimal social presence on the virtual teams they 
support. 
 
Benefits and risks to participation 
 There is no anticipated risk to participants and you may refuse to participate or refuse to 
answer any questions with no effect on your employment status. Benefits to participants include 
the opportunity to share their perspective as a STP employee as to of social presence on a virtual 
learning team and to contribute their suggestions as to how they feel social presence may best be 
fostered on the virtual learning teams they support in the future.  
 Participation in this online survey is completely voluntary. It is important to note that 
because the sponsor of this project, Kyla McLeod is the Director of Student Services, you may 
feel obliged to take part in this research. Please be informed that you are not compelled to 
participate in this research project and that your decision to take part or not to take part will have 
no impact on your employment status. If you do choose to participate, you are free to withdraw 
at any time without prejudice. Similarly, if you choose not to participate in this research project, 
this information will also be maintained in confidence. The project sponsor will not be aware of 
your personal decision to participate or not participate. By consenting to participate in this 
research, participants do not waive any legal rights. 
 
Inquiry team 
 The research Inquiry Team consists two team members that act as a conduit to RRU and 
assist with administrative tasks, including supporting the logistics of the data-gathering methods 
or reviewing analysis of data. The third member of the inquiry team is a member of the Master of 
Arts in Learning and Technology (MALAT) faculty whose role is to provide advice on the 
relevance and wording of the inquiry topic and sub-questions, offer guidance on the research 
methods, and support the logistics of the data-gathering methods. To mitigate any perceived or 
real power over issues, this inquiry team will not see any raw data with personal identifiers 
attached, including the knowledge of who participated, who declined participation, who 
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withdrew, or who was not selected to participate in the research. Each member of the team is 
required to sign an Inquiry Team Letter of Agreement, which ensures confidentiality and ethical 
practices are adhered to.  
 
Real or Perceived Conflict of Interest 
 Other than my relationship to RRU as a student, I hold no affiliation with the University 
and hold no potential conflict of interest as a researcher. 
 
Confidentiality, security of data, and retention period 
 I will work to protect your privacy throughout this study. Although SurveyMonkey uses 
US based servers, and as such is subject to US laws and/or the Patriot Act, no personal or 
identifiable information is collected in this survey, and as a normal procedure, all data is deleted 
from SurveyMonkey immediately after the data collection period. The data will then be stored in 
digital form and stored on a password-protected computer on my home computer. I will retain all 
electronic and hard copies of this information for 5 years and then at which point it will be 
destroyed. Where appropriate, this information will be summarized in anonymous format in the 
body of the final report. At no time will any specific comments be attributed to any individual 
unless specific agreement has been obtained beforehand.  All documentation will be kept strictly 
confidential. . 
 
Sharing results 
 In addition to submitting my final report to the School of Leadership Studies Royal 
Roads University in partial fulfillment for a Master of Arts, Leadership, I will also be sharing my 
research findings with RRU Student Services, The Centre for Teaching and Educational 
Technologies (CTET), and SET. In addition, all participants will be given a link to access the 
final report. The data collected from this research may also be used in conference presentations 
or professional journal articles. 
 
Procedure for withdrawing from the study  
 Due to the anonymity of participants, once a respondent has submitted their answers to 
the online survey it is not possible to differentiate responses, therefor any submitted information 
will be included in the data analysis. You are not required to participate in this research project 
and may choose not to participate without consequence.  
 
Please keep a copy of this information letter for your records. 
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Appendix I: Information Letter for Student Virtual Interview 
 
 My name is Jenn Stone and this research project is part of the requirement for a Master of 
Arts, Leadership, at Royal Roads University.  My credentials with Royal Roads University can 
be established by contacting Dr. Catherine Etmanski, Director, School of Leadership Studies: 
Catherine.etmanski@RoyalRoads.ca or 250-391-2600 ext. 4162. 
 
Purpose of the study and sponsoring organization 
 The purpose of my research project is to investigate how the Student Team Performance 
(STP) unit of Student and Academic Services can foster social presence on the virtual teams of 
the Master of Arts programs in the School of Education and Technology (SET) at Royal Roads 
University (RRU).  
 
Your participation and how information will be collected 
 This method of research will consist of individual virtual interviews that are anticipated 
to take between fifteen to twenty minutes to complete. The interviews will be conducted on 
Zoom Video Conferencing and will be audio recorded and transcribed. The anticipated questions 
have been designed to gauge student satisfaction of their experience on a virtual learning team, 
gain the student perspective on the differences they experience as a virtual learner and a face-to-
face learner when working on teams, and learn what students would like to see done differently 
in order to enhance the social presence on the virtual teams in their MA program. 
 
Benefits and risks to participation 
 This research is a pilot program conducted with MA students and faculty in SET in the 
interest of better understanding the needs of virtual learning teams as well as how STP can best 
foster social presence on these virtual teams. I am interested in hearing the student perspective, 
as the goal of this research is to determine what supports and resources are needed to support 
virtual teams at RRU. There is no anticipated risk to participants and you may refuse to 
participate, refuse to answer any questions or withdraw at any time with no effect on your 
academic status. Benefits to participants include the opportunity to elaborate on their experience 
as virtual team learners, and offer their ideas on how STP can foster social presence on virtual 
teams, thereby contributing to the RRU culture of team learning. Participation in this virtual 
interview is completely voluntary.  
 
Inquiry team 
 The research Inquiry Team consists two team members that act as a conduit to RRU and 
assist with administrative tasks, including supporting the logistics of the data-gathering methods, 
including observing or assisting with the virtual interviews, taking notes, transcribing, or 
reviewing analysis of data. The third member of the inquiry team is a member of the Master of 
Arts in Learning and Technology (MALAT) faculty who’s role is to provide advice on the 
relevance and wording of the inquiry topic and sub-questions, offer guidance on the research 
methods, and support the logistics of the data-gathering methods. To mitigate any perceived or 
real power over issues, this inquiry team member will not see any raw data with personal 
identifiers attached, including the knowledge of who participated, who declined participation, 
who withdrew, or who was not selected to participate in the research. Each member of the team 
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is required to sign an Inquiry Team Letter of Agreement, which ensures confidentiality and 
ethical practices are adhered to.  
 
Real or Perceived Conflict of Interest 
 Other than my relationship to RRU as a student, I hold no affiliation with the University 
and hold no potential conflict of interest as a researcher. I disclose this information here so that 
you can make a fully informed decision on whether or not to participate in this study. 
 
Confidentiality, security of data, and retention period 
 I will work to protect your privacy throughout this study. All information I collect will be 
maintained in confidence with hard copies stored in a locked filing cabinet in my personal office 
and electronic data stored on a password-protected computer on my home computer. I will retain 
all electronic and hard copies of this information for 5 years and then at which point it will be 
destroyed. Where appropriate, this information will be summarized in anonymous format in the 
body of the final report. At no time will any specific comments be attributed to any individual 
unless specific agreement has been obtained beforehand.  All documentation will be kept strictly 
confidential.  
 
Sharing results 
 In addition to submitting my final report to the School of Leadership Studies Royal 
Roads University in partial fulfillment for a Master of Arts, Leadership, I will also be sharing my 
research findings with RRU Student Services, The Centre for Teaching and Educational 
Technologies (CTET), and SET. In addition, all participants will be given a link to access the 
final report. The data collected from this research may also be used in conference presentations 
or professional journal articles. 
 
Procedure for withdrawing from the study  
 Should a participant wish to withdraw from this study, they may do so at any time, 
including during the interview. The withdrawal process will include deleting and disposal of all 
electronic and physical copies of collected data and records of your involvement.  
 
 You are not required to participate in this research project. By replying directly to the e-
mail request for participation you indicate that you have read and understand the information 
above and give your free and informed consent to participate in this project. 
 
Please keep a copy of this information letter for your records. 
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Appendix J: Invitation Letter for Virtual Linterview 
	
You are being invited to participate in a virtual interview to further understand how the Student 
Team Performance (STP) unit of Student and Academic Services can foster social presence on 
the virtual teams of the Master of Arts programs in the School of Education and Technology 
(SET) at Royal Roads University (RRU). This research is a pilot program and is sponsored by 
RRU Student Services. 
 
This interview is in partial fulfillment of the requirement for a Master of Arts in Leadership 
Degree at Royal Roads University. Participation in this interview is voluntary and that you may 
refuse to answer any questions or end the interview at any time. There are no known risks to 
participating in this research. 
  
If you agree to participate, the interview will take about 15-20 minutes. Interviews will be 
conducted on Zoom Video Conferencing. The information you provide will be summarized, in 
anonymous format, in the body of the final report. At no time will any specific comments be 
attributed to any individual. All data received will be kept confidential. 
 
Please click on this Doodle Poll link to indicate one time that time would work best for you to 
meet and I will schedule our interview accordingly.  
 
*Note: all times listed in Pacific Standard time. 
 
 
Thank you for your interest in this project. 
Best wishes, 
 
Jenn Stone 
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Appendix K : Informed Consent for Virtual Interview 
 

 
By signing this form, you agree that you are over the age of 19 and have read the information 
letter for this study. Your signature states that you are giving your voluntary and informed 
consent to participate in this research project and consent to the audio recording of this virtual 
interview. 
 
 
 
 
Name: (Please Print): __________________________________________________ 
 
 
Signed: _______________________________________     ____________________ 
 
 
Date: ___________________________      ___________________ 
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Appendix L: Information Letter for Faculty Virtual Interview 
 
 My name is Jenn Stone and this research project is part of the requirement for a Master of 
Arts, Leadership, at Royal Roads University.  My credentials with Royal Roads University can 
be established by contacting Dr. Catherine Etmanski, Director, School of Leadership Studies: 
Catherine.etmanski@RoyalRoads.ca or 250-391-2600 ext. 4162. 
 
Purpose of the study and sponsoring organization 
 The purpose of my research project is to investigate how the Student Team Performance 
(STP) unit of Student and Academic Services can foster social presence on the virtual teams of 
the Master of Arts programs in the School of Education and Technology (SET) at Royal Roads 
University (RRU). 
 
Your participation and how information will be collected 
 This method of research will consist of individual virtual interviews that are anticipated 
to take between fifteen to twenty minutes to complete. The interviews will be conducted on 
Zoom Video Conferencing and will be audio recorded and transcribed. The anticipated questions 
have been designed to gauge the faculty experience of social presence of the virtual teams they 
lead, gain their perspectives on the importance of social presence and how it contributes to team 
learning outcomes, and learn what instructors would like to see done differently in order to 
enhance the social presence on the virtual teams in their MA program. 
 
Benefits and risks to participation 
 This research is a pilot program conducted with MA students and faculty in the School of 
Education and Technology in the interest of better understanding the needs of virtual learning 
teams as well as how STP can best support them. I am interested in hearing the faculty 
perspective, as the goal of this research is to determine how to best foster social presence on 
virtual learning teams. There is no anticipated risk to participants and you may refuse to 
participate, refuse to answer any questions or withdraw at any time with no effect on your 
employment status. Benefits to participants include the opportunity to elaborate on their 
experience as RRU faculty members, and offer their ideas on how STP can assist them in 
fostering optimal social presence on the virtual teams they lead. Participation in this virtual 
interview is completely voluntary.  
 
Inquiry team 
 The research Inquiry Team consists two team members that act as a conduit to RRU and 
assist with administrative tasks, including supporting the logistics of the data-gathering methods, 
including observing or assisting with the virtual interviews, taking notes, transcribing, or 
reviewing analysis of data. The third member of the inquiry team is a Master of Arts in Learning 
and Technology (MALAT) faculty member who’s role is to provide advice on the relevance and 
wording of the inquiry topic and sub-questions, offer guidance on the research methods, and 
support the logistics of the data-gathering methods. To mitigate any perceived or real power over 
issues, this inquiry team member will not see any raw data with personal identifiers attached, 
including the knowledge of who participated, who declined participation, who withdrew, or who 
was not selected to participate in the research. Each member of the team is required to sign an 
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Inquiry Team Letter of Agreement, which ensures confidentiality and ethical practices are 
adhered to.  
 
Real or Perceived Conflict of Interest 
 Other than my relationship to RRU as a student, I hold no affiliation with the University 
and hold no potential conflict of interest as a researcher.  
 
Confidentiality, security of data, and retention period 
 I will work to protect your privacy throughout this study. All information I collect will be 
maintained in confidence with hard copies stored in a locked filing cabinet in my personal office 
and electronic data stored on a password-protected computer on my home computer. I will retain 
all electronic and hard copies of this information for 5 years and then at which point it will be 
destroyed. Where appropriate, this information will be summarized in anonymous format in the 
body of the final report. At no time will any specific comments be attributed to any individual 
unless specific agreement has been obtained beforehand.  All documentation will be kept strictly 
confidential.  
 
Sharing results 
 In addition to submitting my final report to the School of Leadership Studies Royal 
Roads University in partial fulfillment for a Master of Arts, Leadership, I will also be sharing my 
research findings with RRU Student Services, The Centre for Teaching and Educational 
Technologies (CTET), and SET. In addition, all participants will be given a link to access the 
final report. The data collected from this research may also be used in conference presentations 
or professional journal articles. 
 
Procedure for withdrawing from the study  
 Should a participant wish to withdraw from this study, they may do so at any time, 
including during the interview. The withdrawal process will include deleting and disposal of all 
electronic and physical copies of collected data and records of your involvement.   
 
Please keep a copy of this information letter for your records. 
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Appendix M: Information Letter for STP Virtual Interview 
 
 My name is Jenn Stone and this research project is part of the requirement for a Master of 
Arts, Leadership, at Royal Roads University.  My credentials with Royal Roads University can 
be established by contacting Dr. Catherine Etmanski, Director, School of Leadership Studies: 
Catherine.etmanski@RoyalRoads.ca or 250-391-2600 ext. 4162. 
 
Purpose of the study and sponsoring organization 
 The purpose of my research project is to investigate how the Student Team Performance 
(STP) unit of Student and Academic Services can foster social presence on the virtual teams on 
the Master of Arts programs in the School of Education and Technology (SET) at Royal Roads 
University (RRU). This research is a pilot program conducted with MALAT students and faculty 
and is sponsored by RRU Student Services.   
 
Your participation and how information will be collected 
 This method of research will consist of individual virtual interviews that are anticipated 
to take between fifteen to twenty minutes to complete. The interviews will be conducted on 
Zoom Video Conferencing and will be audio recorded and transcribed. The anticipated questions 
have been designed to gauge the STP experience of social presence of the virtual teams they 
support, gain their perspectives on the importance of social presence and how it contributes to 
team learning outcomes, and learn what STP staff and contractors would like to see done 
differently in order to enhance the social presence on the virtual teams they support. 
 
Benefits and risks to participation 
 This research is a pilot program conducted with MA students and faculty in the School of 
Education and Technology in the interest of better understanding the needs of virtual learning 
teams as well as how STP can best support them. I am interested in hearing the STP perspective, 
as the goal of this research is to determine how to best foster social presence on virtual learning 
teams. There is no anticipated risk to participants and you may refuse to participate, refuse to 
answer any questions or withdraw at any time with no effect on your employment status. 
Benefits to participants include the opportunity to elaborate on their experience supporting 
students on virtual teams, and offer their ideas on how students and instructors might foster 
social presence on their virtual teams. Participation in this virtual interview is completely 
voluntary.  
 
Inquiry team 
 The research Inquiry Team consists two team members that act as a conduit to RRU and 
assist with administrative tasks, including supporting the logistics of the data-gathering methods, 
including observing or assisting with the virtual interviews, taking notes, transcribing, or 
reviewing analysis of data. The third member of the inquiry team is a Master of Arts in Learning 
and Technology (MALAT) faculty member whose role is to provide advice on the relevance and 
wording of the inquiry topic and sub-questions, offer guidance on the research methods, and 
support the logistics of the data-gathering methods. To mitigate any perceived or real power over 
issues, this inquiry team member will not see any raw data with personal identifiers attached, 
including the knowledge of who participated, who declined participation, who withdrew, or who 
was not selected to participate in the research. Each member of the team is required to sign an 



FOSTERING SOCIAL PRESENCE ON VIRTUAL LEARNING TEAMS	 116	

Inquiry Team Letter of Agreement, which ensures confidentiality and ethical practices are 
adhered to.  
 
Real or Perceived Conflict of Interest 
 Other than my relationship to RRU as a student, I hold no affiliation with the University 
and hold no potential conflict of interest as a researcher.  
 
Confidentiality, security of data, and retention period 
 I will work to protect your privacy throughout this study. All information I collect will be 
maintained in confidence with hard copies stored in a locked filing cabinet in my personal office 
and electronic data stored on a password-protected computer on my home computer. I will retain 
all electronic and hard copies of this information for 5 years and then at which point it will be 
destroyed. Where appropriate, this information will be summarized in anonymous format in the 
body of the final report. At no time will any specific comments be attributed to any individual 
unless specific agreement has been obtained beforehand.  All documentation will be kept strictly 
confidential.  
 
Sharing results 
 In addition to submitting my final report to the School of Leadership Studies Royal 
Roads University in partial fulfillment for a Master of Arts, Leadership, I will also be sharing my 
research findings with RRU Student Services, The Centre for Teaching and Educational 
Technologies (CTET), and SET. In addition, all participants will be given a link to access the 
final report. The data collected from this research may also be used in conference presentations 
or professional journal articles. 
 
Procedure for withdrawing from the study  
 Should a participant wish to withdraw from this study, they may do so at any time, 
including during the interview. The withdrawal process will include deleting and disposal of all 
electronic and physical copies of collected data and records of your involvement.   
 
Please keep a copy of this information letter for your records. 
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Appendix N: Inquiry Team Member Letter of Agreement- Dyck/Pardy 
 

In partial fulfillment of the requirement for a Master of Arts in Leadership Degree at 
Royal Roads University, Jenn Stone (the Student) will be conducting an inquiry research study to 
explore how Student Team Performance (STP) can foster social presence on virtual teams in the 
Master of Arts programs in the School of Education and Technology (SET) at Royal Roads 
University (RRU). The Student’s credentials with Royal Roads University can be established by 
calling Dr. Catherine Etmanski, Director, School of Leadership, at (250) 391-2600 x4162 or 
email Catherine.etmanski@RoyalRoads.ca  
Inquiry Team Member Role Description 

As a volunteer Inquiry Team Member assisting the Student with this project, your role 
may include one or more of the following: providing advice on the relevance and wording of 
questions and letters of invitation, supporting the logistics of the data-gathering methods, 
including observing or assisting an interview, taking notes, transcribing, or reviewing analysis of 
data, to assist the Student and the Royal Roads University organizational change process. In the 
course of this activity, you may be privy to confidential inquiry data. As a STP staff member and 
STP contractor, you will also be invited to participate in a virtual survey and a virtual interview. 
Participation in either is completely voluntary. It is important to note that because of your role as 
an Inquiry Team Member, you may feel obliged to take part in this research. Please be informed 
that you are not compelled to participate in the virtual survey or virtual interview and that your 
decision to take part or not to take part will have no impact on your Inquiry Team Member status. 
If you do choose to participate, you are free to withdraw at any time without prejudice. 
Confidentiality of Inquiry Data 

In compliance with the Royal Roads University Research Ethics Policy, under which this 
inquiry project is being conducted, all personal identifiers and any other confidential information 
generated or accessed by the inquiry team advisor will only be used in the performance of the 
functions of this project, and must not be disclosed to anyone other than persons authorized to 
receive it, both during the inquiry period and beyond it. Recorded information in all formats is 
covered by this agreement. Personal identifiers include participant names, contact information, 
personally identifying turns of phrase or comments, and any other personally identifying 
information. 
Bridging Student’s Potential or Actual Ethical Conflict 
 Personal information will be collected, recorded, corrected, accessed, altered, used, 
disclosed, retained, secured and destroyed as directed by the Student, under direction of the 
Royal Roads Academic Supervisor. Inquiry Team Members who are uncertain whether any 
information they may wish to share about the project they are working on is personal or 
confidential will verify this with Jenn Stone, the Student. 
Statement of Informed Consent: 
I have read and understand this agreement.  
 
______________________ _________________________           _____________ 
 
       Name (Please Print)      Signature    Date 
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Appendix O: Inquiry Team Member Letter of Agreement- Childs 
 

In partial fulfillment of the requirement for a Master of Arts in Leadership Degree at 
Royal Roads University, Jenn Stone (the Student) will be conducting an inquiry research study to 
explore how Student Team Performance (STP) can foster social presence on virtual teams in the 
Master of Arts programs in the School of Education and Technology (SET) Royal Roads 
University (RRU). The Student’s credentials with Royal Roads University can be established by 
calling Dr. Catherine Etmanski, Director, School of Leadership, at (250) 391-2600 x4162 or 
email Catherine.etmanski@RoyalRoads.ca  
Inquiry Team Member Role Description 

As a volunteer Inquiry Team Member assisting the Student with this project, your role 
may include one or more of the following: providing advice on the relevance and wording of the 
inquiry topic and sub-questions, offering guidance on the research methods, and supporting the 
logistics of the data-gathering methods by providing an introduction to the SET programs office 
to assist the Student and the Royal Roads University organizational change process. In the course 
of this activity, you may be privy to confidential inquiry data. 
Confidentiality of Inquiry Data 

In compliance with the Royal Roads University Research Ethics Policy, under which this 
inquiry project is being conducted, all personal identifiers and any other confidential information 
generated or accessed by the inquiry team advisor will only be used in the performance of the 
functions of this project, and must not be disclosed to anyone other than persons authorized to 
receive it, both during the inquiry period and beyond it. Recorded information in all formats is 
covered by this agreement. Personal identifiers include participant names, contact information, 
personally identifying turns of phrase or comments, and any other personally identifying 
information. To mitigate any perceived or real power over or conflict of interest issues, as 
Program Head of MALAT you will not be privy to any raw data with personal identifiers 
attached, including the knowledge of who participated, who declined participation, who 
withdrew, or who was not selected to participate in the research. 
Bridging Student’s Potential or Actual Ethical Conflict 
 Personal information will be collected, recorded, corrected, accessed, altered, used, 
disclosed, retained, secured and destroyed as directed by the Student, under direction of the 
Royal Roads Academic Supervisor. If you are uncertain whether any information you may wish 
to share about this project is personal or confidential you may verify this with Jenn Stone, the 
Student. 
Statement of Informed Consent: 
 
I have read and understand this agreement. 
 
 
 
________________________ _________________________ _____________ 
 
Name (Please Print)   Signature    Date 
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Appendix P: Transcriptionist Confidentiality Agreement 
 

I, ______________________________ transcriptionist, agree to maintain full confidentiality in 
regards to any and all audiotapes and documentations received from Jenn Stone related to his/her 
research study on the researcher study titled Fostering Social Presence on Virtual Learning 
Teams. Furthermore, I agree: 

1. To hold in strictest confidence the identification of any individual that may be inadvertently 
revealed during the transcription of audio-taped interviews, or in any associated documents. 

2. To not make copies of any audiotapes or computerized titles of the transcribed interviews 
texts, unless specifically requested to do so by the researcher, Jenn Stone.  

3. To store all study-related audiotapes and materials in a safe, secure location as long as they are 
in my possession. 

4. To return all audiotapes and study-related materials to Jenn Stone in a complete and timely 
manner. 

5. To delete all electronic files containing study-related documents from my computer hard drive 
and any back-up devices. 

I am aware that I can be held legally responsible for any breach of this confidentiality agreement, 
and for any harm incurred by individuals if I disclose identifiable information contained in the 
audiotapes and/or files to which I will have access. 

Transcriber’s name (printed)  

__________________________________________________ 

Transcriber's signature __________________________________________________ 

Date ___________________________________________________ 
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Appendix Q: Invitation Letter for CTET Virtual Interview 
 

You are being invited to participate in a virtual interview to further understand how the Student 
Team Performance (STP) unit of Student and Academic Services can foster social presence on 
the virtual teams of the Master of Arts programs in the School of Education and Technology 
(SET) at Royal Roads University (RRU). 
 
This focus group is in partial fulfillment of the requirement for a Master of Arts in Leadership 
Degree at RRU. Participation in this focus group is voluntary and that you may refuse to answer 
any questions or exit the group at any time. There are no known risks to participating in this 
research. 
  
If you agree to participate, the focus group will take up to one hour of your time and will be 
conducted on Blue Jeans Video Conferencing. The information you provide will be summarized, 
in anonymous format, in the body of the final report. At no time will any specific comments be 
attributed to any individual. All data received will be kept confidential. 
 
Please click on this Doodle Poll link to indicate which time would work best for you to meet.  
 
*Note: all times listed in Pacific Standard time. 
 
Thank you for your interest in this project. 
Best wishes, 
 
Jenn Stone 
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Appendix R: Information Letter for CTET Virtual interview 
 

Social Presence on Virtual Learning Teams 
 
My name is Jenn Stone and this research project is part of the requirement for a Master of Arts, 
Leadership, at Royal Roads University. My credentials with Royal Roads University can be 
established by contacting Dr. Catherine Etmanski, Director, School of Leadership Studies: 
Catherine.etmanski@RoyalRoads.ca or 250-391-2600 ext. 4162. 
 
Purpose of the study and sponsoring organization 
 
The purpose of my research project is to investigate how the Student Team Performance (STP) 
unit of Student and Academic Services can foster social presence on the virtual teams of the 
Master of Arts programs in the School of Education and Technology (SET) at Royal Roads 
University (RRU). This research is a pilot program and is sponsored by RRU Student Services. 

Your participation and how information will be collected 
 This method of research will consist of a virtual focus group that may take up to an hour. 
The focus group will be conducted on Blue Jeans and will be audio recorded and transcribed. 
The anticipated questions have been designed to discern the CTET experience of social presence 
and to gain their perspectives on the how it is best fostered, enhanced, and assessed.  
 
Benefits and risks to participation 
 This research is a pilot program conducted with MA students and faculty in the School of 
Education and Technology in the interest of better understanding the needs of virtual learning 
teams as well as how STP can best support them. I am interested in hearing the CTET 
perspective as you are in the position to inform possible changes to curriculum activities, advise 
instructors on related assignment and course design, and provide technological support, all of 
which can impact the development of social presence. There is no anticipated risk to participants 
and you may refuse to participate, refuse to answer any questions or exit the focus group at any 
time with no effect on your employment status. Benefits to participants include the opportunity 
to elaborate on their experience supporting instructors leading virtual teams and offer their ideas 
on how students and instructors might foster social presence on their virtual teams. Participation 
in this virtual interview is completely voluntary.  
 
Inquiry team 
 The research Inquiry Team consists two team members that act as a conduit to RRU and 
assist with administrative tasks, including supporting the logistics of the data-gathering methods, 
including observing or assisting with the virtual interviews, taking notes, transcribing, or 
reviewing analysis of data. The third member of the inquiry team is a Master of Arts in Learning 
and Technology (MALAT) faculty member whose role is to provide advice on the relevance and 
wording of the inquiry topic and sub-questions, offer guidance on the research methods, and 
support the logistics of the data-gathering methods. To mitigate any perceived or real power over 
issues, this inquiry team member will not see any raw data with personal identifiers attached, 
including the knowledge of who participated, who declined participation, who withdrew, or who 
was not selected to participate in the research. Each member of the team is required to sign an 
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Inquiry Team Letter of Agreement, which ensures confidentiality and ethical practices are 
adhered to.  
 
Real or Perceived Conflict of Interest 
 Other than my relationship to RRU as a student, I hold no affiliation with the University 
and hold no potential conflict of interest as a researcher.  
 
Confidentiality, security of data, and retention period 
 I will work to protect your privacy throughout this study. All information I collect will be 
maintained in confidence with hard copies stored in a locked filing cabinet in my personal office 
and electronic data stored on a password-protected computer on my home computer. I will retain 
all electronic and hard copies of this information for 5 years and then at which point it will be 
destroyed. Where appropriate, this information will be summarized in anonymous format in the 
body of the final report. At no time will any specific comments be attributed to any individual 
unless specific agreement has been obtained beforehand.  All documentation will be kept strictly 
confidential.  
 
Sharing results 
 In addition to submitting my final report to the School of Leadership Studies Royal 
Roads University in partial fulfillment for a Master of Arts, Leadership, I will also be sharing my 
research findings with RRU Student Services, The Centre for Teaching and Educational 
Technologies (CTET), and SET. In addition, all participants will be given a link to access the 
final report. The data collected from this research may also be used in conference presentations 
or professional journal articles. 
 
Procedure for withdrawing from the study  
 Should a participant wish to withdraw from this study, they may do so at any time, 
including during the focus group. The withdrawal process will include deleting and disposal of 
all electronic and physical copies of collected data and records of your involvement.   
 
Please keep a copy of this information letter for your records. 
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Appendix S: Questions for Student Online Survey 
	

1. Cohort membership:  

Blended [check box] [n = 12] 

Fully online [check box]  [n = 2] 

2. On a scale of 1-10, how satisfied are you with the team component of your virtual 

experience in your SET MA program? 

3. Have you: (check any that apply to you) 

Previously taken an online course [check box] [n =5] 

Completed an degree with an online component [check box] [n = 1] 

Completed a fully online degree [check box] [n = 3] 

4. What has been the most valuable online learning experience for you (either in this 

program or outside it)? What did you learn from it? 

5. What does the term social presence mean to you? 

6. I believe that a strong social presence is critical to my level of engagement in virtual 

courses: 

Strongly agree [check box] [n = 4] 

Agree [check box] [n = 9] 

I don’t know [check box] 

Disagree [check box] [n = 1] 

Strongly disagree [check box] 

7. In your experience, what are the core factors that influence social presence in an online 

group? 
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8. I believe the student has an equal responsibility to the instructor in developing social 

presence in virtual courses: 

Strongly agree [check box] [n = 6] 

Agree [check box] [n = 6] 

I don’t know [check box] [n = 2] 

Disagree [check box] 

Strongly disagree [check box] 

9. I believe it is the role of the instructor to initiate and maintain social presence in virtual 

courses: 

Strongly agree [check box] [n =2] 

Agree [check box] [n =10] 

I don’t know [check box] 

Disagree [check box] [n = 1] 

Strongly disagree [check box] [n = 1] 

10.   Are you interested in participating in a 15-20 minute virtual interview to further discuss 

social presence? [check box]   
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Appendix T: Questions for Student Virtual Interview 
 

1. What is the most memorable positive online learning experience? What made it so? 

2. What are the main differences you experience between learning with a virtual team and 

learning on a face-to-face team? 

3. What responsibility do you think you have as a student to initiate and maintain your 

social presence on a virtual team? 

4. What role do you think the instructor has to foster social presence on the virtual teams 

they lead? 

5. What would you like to see done differently in order to enhance the social aspect of 

virtual learning in your SET MA program? 
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Appendix U: Questions for Faculty Online Survey 
	

1. Cohort membership:  

Blended [check box] [n = 4] 

Fully online [check box] [n = 6] 

2. On a scale of 1-10, how satisfied are you with the team component of the virtual teams 

you lead in your SET MA program? 

3. Have you: (check any that apply to you) 

Previously instructed an online course [check box]  [n = 6] 

Completed an degree with an online component [check box]  [n = 5] 

Completed a fully online degree [check box]  [n = 4] 

4. What has been the most memorable online learning instructing experience for you (either 

in this program or outside it)?  

5. What does the term social presence mean to you? 

6. I believe that a strong social presence is critical to the level of engagement in virtual 

courses: 

Strongly agree [check box] [n = 4] 

Agree [check box] [n = 2] 

I don’t know [check box] 

Disagree [check box] 

Strongly disagree [check box] 

7. In your experience, what are the core factors that influence social presence in an online 

group? 
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8. I believe the instructor has an equal responsibility to the student in developing social 

presence in virtual courses: 

Strongly agree [check box] [n = 4] 

Agree [check box] [n = 2] 

I don’t know [check box] 

Disagree [check box] 

Strongly disagree [check box] 

9. I believe it is the role of the instructor to initiate and maintain social presence in virtual 

courses: 

Strongly agree [check box] [n = 3] 

Agree [check box] [n = 2] 

I don’t know [check box] 

Disagree [check box] [n = 1] 

Strongly disagree [check box] 

10. Are you interested in participating in a 10-15 minute virtual interview to further discuss 

social presence? [check box]   
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Appendix V: Questions for Faculty Virtual Interview 
 

1. Could you share the most memorable positive experience you have had instructing a 

virtual team?  What happened, who was there, and what did you learn? 

2. What role do you think the instructor has to foster social presence on the virtual teams 

they lead? 

3. What responsibility do you think students have to initiate and maintain their social 

presence on a virtual team? 

4. If social presence was stronger on the virtual teams you instruct, what do you think would 

happen as a result? 

5. What would you like to see done differently in order to enhance the social presence on 

the virtual teams you lead? 
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Appendix W: Questions for STP Online Survey 
	

1. On a scale of 1-10, how satisfied are you with the support you are able to offer virtual 

students? 

2. Have you personally: (check any that apply to you) 

Previously taken an online course [check box] [n = 4] 

Completed a degree with an online component [check box] [n = 3] 

Completed a fully online degree [check box] [n =1] 

3. What has been the most valuable experience for you in your work supporting virtual 

teams? What did you learn from it? 

4. What does the term social presence mean to you? 

5. I believe that a strong social presence is critical to the level of engagement in virtual 

courses: 

Strongly agree [check box] [n = 2] 

Agree [check box] [n = 2] 

I don’t know [check box] 

Disagree [check box] 

Strongly disagree [check box] 

6. In your experience, what are the core factors that influence social presence in an online 

group? 

7. I believe the student has an equal responsibility to the instructor in developing social 

presence in virtual courses: 

Strongly agree [check box] [ n = 2] 

Agree [check box] [n = 1] 
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I don’t know [check box] [n = 1] 

Disagree [check box] 

Strongly disagree [check box] 

8. I believe it is the role of the instructor to initiate and maintain social presence in virtual 

courses: 

Strongly agree [check box] 

Agree [check box] [n = 1] 

I don’t know [check box] [n = 2] 

Disagree [check box] [n = 1] 

Strongly disagree [check box] 

9. Are you interested in participating in a 10-15 minute virtual interview to further discuss 

social presence? [check box]   
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Appendix X: Questions for STP Virtual Interview 
 

1. Could you share the most memorable positive experience you have had coaching students 

on improving their online team experience?  What happened, who was there, and what 

did you learn?  

2. What role do you think the instructor has to foster social presence on the virtual teams 

they lead? 

3. What responsibility do you think students have to initiate and maintain their social 

presence on a virtual team? 

4. What would you like to see done differently in order to enhance the social presence on 

the virtual teams you support? 
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Appendix Y: Questions for CTET Virtual Interviews 
		

1. What is your most memorable experience of online social presence? What made it so?  

2. What does the term social presence mean to you? How do you think it is formed? 

3. How do you assess the degree of social presence that exists on a virtual team? 

4. What role do you think the instructor has in fostering social presence on the virtual teams 

they lead?  

5. In your experience, what can instructors do to improve their students’ social presence?  How 

do you coach instructors to help their students with this? 

6.  How should instructors monitor interactions between/ among their students? What kinds of 

instructor interactions have an impact on the development of student social presence? 

7. How should online team assignments differ from the assignments of face-to-face teams? 

8. What are some of the challenges that instructors face in building social presence on the 

virtual teams they instruct? 

9. What do you think motivates students to interact with each other? Do you think that 

academic requirements help or hinder the development of their SP? 

	
 

	

 

	
	


